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DB86 #1
Thanks Vandemonium1 for inspiring me to put these stories into writing.
Edited by Pat
Sometimes, when you lose, you still win.
This is a revised version of my first story. The plot is still the same. I corrected some mistakes, rewrote some paragraphs, and added a few lines here and there.
***
CHAPTER 1
My daughter, Elise parked her brand new car in the parking lot, entered the restaurant, and sat in front of me. I had to ruefully agree that she looked great in her new fancy clothes.
She looked around, spotted me and walked to my table, kissed me on the cheek, and sat down in front of me.
"Hi, Dad," she said, her hands fidgeting with her new iPhone.
I instantly knew that something was very wrong.
The waitress took our orders and I waited in silence to see what she had to say.
Things had been very awkward between us after my divorce. She had started to cut her visits short and didn't want to stay overnight. Most of the time she was paying more attention to her phone than I.
The waitress brought our orders and I sipped my tea without saying a word.
She kept stirring her coffee till she finally found the courage she was looking for to say what was on her mind.
"Dad, this is not easy for me to say, but the thing is I don't want to visit you anymore. Not every other weekend as I am doing now. I'm 16 and I can choose if I see you or not. And I decided not."
I felt my heart breaking.
***
A year ago, a wealthy surgeon asshole, doctor Richard Cavanaugh, had chased Louise, my ex-wife, relentlessly with gifts and lunches till she fell in love with him and left me. The whore had dated him all through high school till he went away to college putting an end to their relationship.
My parents couldn't pay for my education so I went to community college and worked part-time jobs. Louise and I meet during a frat party and we were instantly attracted to each other. If I had known what had transpired between her and Richard, I would have figured that I was her rebound man. However, after dating her for months, I thought Louise was sincerely in love with me. Louise's family didn't come from money either. However, Louise was a beautiful girl who could open doors with nothing but a smile. We dated casually for a few months, even when her family strongly disapproved of me. Her mother was always saying that a gorgeous girl like her could do better.
The last semester had started, when Louise dropped the bomb on me, telling me she was pregnant. I was too shocked to be happy but I did the right thing. We both dropped out of college during the last months of her pregnancy and I switched from college to a welding training program. Eight months later I had a welding diploma and I got a job as a welder that allowed me to earn enough money to support my family. It wasn't the best-paid job around but they had a good health plan.
I never got back to college because I knew I wouldn't be able to keep up the pace of my classes, work, and family. There just wasn't enough money or hours in the day to do it.
Three years later, my wife finished college and became a nurse.
She went to work part-time when our daughter Elise was in Junior-High, and full-time when she started high school.
Money was tight and I worked long hours to make ends meet.
I was happy. I loved my wife and I adored my daughter. Sex was good. We didn't have a lot of things but we were managing.
I was completely unaware that our relationship had soured. I thought life was good. We had each other and I supposed we were a happy family.
Then I discovered that Louise's long-lost high-school sweetheart was back in town. He was a surgeon and had started to work at the same hospital as Louise. She never said a word about him to me.
My wife also failed to tell me about the long lunches they shared. She never shared her doubts with me when she started to develop feelings for him again.
Of course, I wasn't informed that my wife was having sex with doctor Dick three or four times a week.
In other words, I was a trusting idiot who believed that my wife would never cheat on me
One night, I came home from work and found my wife waiting for me dressed to kill and wearing an expensive matching set of diamond necklace and earrings.
"Louise, are we going out? Where did you get this dress and the jewelry?"
She looked me straight in the eye and said, "Paul, I'm leaving you. You are not earning enough money and you never will. We are not making sufficient progress. I'm tired of not being able to enjoy what life has to offer. I'm tired of not having money to go out to fancy places, have dinner at a nice restaurant or not being able to travel to all the wonderful places we always dreamed to visit. This is not the life I want. I'm tired of driving an old car and not having any jewelry, or classy dresses to wear. I deserve better. I want out."
I was stunned.
"What?"
Not a brilliant comeback, but my brain was still processing the news.
"I'm divorcing you. I left the papers on the kitchen counter. I'm not asking for anything except child support. I took only 30% of our savings. I already canceled our credits cards. You can keep the house. I never liked it. I'm not asking for alimony or going after your 401k. None of them are worth fighting for. You can waste money on a lawyer if you want, but you'll find out it's a good deal. I'm sorry our relationship didn't work."
Her voice didn't match her last words. She sounded cold, distant, emotionless. Sorry, my ass. She could barely hide a smile.
"Where is Elise?" I asked looking around.
"She's staying with my folks. I'm asking for full custody and giving you liberal visitation rights."
I still couldn't believe this was happening. Louise gave me absolutely no hint that our marriage was in trouble. I felt my heart was being ripped out of my chest. This morning when I went to work I had a wife and daughter. Now apparently I had none.
"Does Elise know about this?"
"Yes, she does and she expressed that she wanted to live with me. If you have more questions you can contact my lawyer. I left his card with the divorce papers. Goodbye, Paul. I wish you well."
"Eat shit and die, bitch."
She strutted out of the house shutting the door behind her.
I sat there unable to move. I felt like I got hit by a train.
"What the fuck just happened here?" I thought.
I called my daughter and asked her if she knew about her mother wanting to divorce me.
"Yes, Dad, I am aware of the situation. Mom and I had been talking about her feelings for weeks."
"You knew about this and you didn't say anything to me?"
"I'm sorry, Dad. Mom asked me not to say anything."
Elise did sound sad. I felt her silence was a new betrayal.
"I'm going to find a lawyer and fight for shared custody, Eli."
"Dad... Next year I'll be 16 and I can choose with which parent I want to live. You'll be wasting your time."
My heart stopped.
"Dad? Dad? Are you still there?"
"Yes, Eli, I'm still here I just can't believe my ears. Are you saying that you don't want to live with me?"
"It doesn't mean I don't love you. I'll see you every other weekend."
Wow! Here I was, dying, and my daughter was happily informing me that she was okay seeing me only every other weekend. I ended the call without saying anything else.
During the next days, I did my best to put the pieces of my life back together. I took the necessary steps to protect myself even when apparently I had no need. I read the divorce papers and confirmed that Louise wasn't asking for anything except child support. A quick check-up online told me that she hadn't taken anything from our meager savings except what she'd informed me of. I moved the remaining money to an account in my name only and asked for a new credit card.
I cried myself to sleep at night. All my dreams had been shattered.
The whole situation didn't make sense to me unless Louise had someone who was supporting her and my daughter.
I started to make some calls to some of Louise's co-workers that I knew she wasn't on good terms with. Piece by piece, I uncovered the truth about her and her lost love Richard "Dick" Cavanaugh. It wasn't a pretty picture. Louise had been cheating on me for months. A lot of small details I had ignored started coming to the surface. I felt like a sucker.
I tried to contact my soon-to-be ex-wife, but she told me that all contact should be addressed to her lawyer and hung up on me. Elise talked with me for a while, but she always had some excuse to end the call.
I informed my mom and my sister (my father had died of cancer years ago and mom was living with my sis) about what had happened. They were both as shocked at the news as I was. They offered all their support and even money for a lawyer, which I refused.
I didn't bother to call her parents. They never liked me. I was pretty sure they were celebrating the news.
I also put the house on the market. It was way too big and costly for me alone. I canceled all non-essential services such as the landline and cable to save money.
I paid a cheap lawyer to check the divorce papers and he confirmed that it was a good deal. He also advised me against fighting for my daughter's custody.
"If your daughter doesn't want to live with you it will be a waste of time and money. I really hope you can smooth things over with your daughter, it's a rough situation to be in and never an easy one to approach but sometimes kids have to learn hard lessons on their own."
Did I try to get revenge on the asshole?
You bet I did. I followed him with my truck for days but never had a chance to kick his ass and not end in jail. He lived in a gated community with private security. The parking lot at the hospital had security personnel and cameras. My internet search didn't show anything bad about him. Doctor Dick was divorced. No kids. I located his ex-wife and called her. She told me she caught him cheating and kicked his ass to the curb. There was no prenup so she did well in the divorce. I thought about sharing this information with the whore of my soon to be ex-wife, but since she was a cheater herself, I was sure it wasn't going to change anything. You know what they say 'birds of a feather...'
During my search, I found pictures of doctor Dick, my ex-wife, and my daughter. They looked happy. Almost like a real family. It hurt so much that I closed all my social media accounts.
I talked again with a lawyer about suing the hospital but he told me the employment laws were in place to protect employees only. "A non-employee doesn't have a legal claim against an employer in this type of situation. In some states, you could bring an alienation of affection case against your wife's lover, but not in Ohio."
After the whore left, I didn't have a life outside work. I didn't date. I didn't even go looking for sex. The only moments I longed for were my daughter's visits. The divorce papers Louise gave me granted me a weekend every two weeks.
The first visit was awkward. I was bitter toward her mother and doctor Dick.
"All that Mom wanted was to experience a life that you couldn't give to her, Dad. You can't blame her for what she did."
"Then she should have talked with me and said that she wanted out of our marriage. It would have hurt, but I would have understood her reasons. Then, as a divorced woman she would have been free to pursue any man she wanted. But your mother didn't do that, did she? She cheated repeatedly on me, lied to me, and pursued a romantic relationship with another guy while she was still married to me. I taught you to call things by their name, Eli, and that's called adultery."
My daughter looked at me, fighting with herself. I knew she could see my point. I raised her and we'd had long talks about family values, being honest, and doing the right thing.
However, I knew that nothing we were doing during our visits could be as exciting as the life she was leading with doctor Dick and the whore. She was caught in the excitement of her new life and it was obvious to me that she didn't want to give up all the things she got, to side with a man who could barely buy her a bicycle. I could also see my ex-wife messing with her mind. Elise couldn't stop talking about her new house, her new room, and all the things Doctor Dick was buying her.
After years of living together, I was used to having Elise around. Seeing her only every other weekend was like having a wound that never healed. Like a band-aid being ripped off over and over. The pain never really went away.
Our visits never really took off. Elise was distant, bored, not interested in doing anything I proposed. I could see that my daughter was caught up with her new lifestyle. Our old house couldn't compete with her new home and my budget was limited to a movie or dinner at a restaurant.
"Eli, I know I can't give you the things that the doctor Dick... I mean, your mother's new love interest is giving you, but I want us to have a good time when you visit. Just tell me what you want to do."
We tried going to the cinema and cooking together. There were some fun, bonding moments, but I could see that Elise was bored most of the time, texting and looking distracted.
It was heartbreaking seeing my beloved daughter slip away from me a bit more with each visit, despite my best efforts.
Two weeks after the divorce was final, the doctor Dick and the whore got married. My daughter was her bridesmaid. I wasn't invited.
On one occasion, I got two tickets for a boy's band concert that she loved. The tickets weren't in the best seats, but even so, I paid a small fortune for them. I texted her with a pic of the tickets trying to give her something to look forward to on our next visit. She answered, excited about going to the concert. However, two days before the show, she texted me saying that doctor Dick had gotten better tickets and that she was going to go to the concert with them.
The last thing I wanted was another rift with my daughter, but I was hurt and disappointed. So I called her and let her have it.
"I thought I had raised you better than this. I know I can't compete with a surgeon, but it wasn't about the concert or having the best seats. It was about us having a good time together as father and daughter. Do you have any idea the sacrifices I had to make to buy these tickets you just rejected? You know I love you, but I feel I'm fighting alone to keep our relationship alive. You're drifting apart from me and I don't know what to do. This situation doesn't work for me at all."
"I thought you would be happy to know I'm enjoying my life. Richard loves me as much you do."
I clenched my teeth to keep from screaming. When I spoke I did it in a very low and dark tone of voice. "No one loves you as much as I do."
"Yes, Daddy," she said softly. "He does. He's not a bad man."
"I'm hardly going to compete with your mother's husband for my daughter's love," I said disdainfully.
"It's not a competition. I have more than enough love for both of you, but you're putting me in the awful position of having to choose between you. I won't do that."
"If you have enough love for both of us, how come you always seem bored when you spend time with me and you can't run fast enough to go back to your beloved Doctor Dick? How come you're talking about him all the time and I have to pull the words out of your mouth when you're with me. Is money so important to you? I'm starting to realize I didn't do such a good job raising you after all."
"Dad, you're overreacting. I'm sorry about the concert. I didn't think. I was excited because we're going backstage to meet the band. Richard knows people..."
"Save it, Eli. I don't want to hear it. Enjoy the show." I ended the call and fought not to smash the phone against the wall.
CHAPTER 2
My daughter's voice brought me back to reality.
"Dad, did you hear what I said?"
"Yeah, I heard you loud and clear, Kiddo. You don't want to see me anymore. What do you want me to say? Are you expecting me to beg? Would it change your mind if I do?"
Elise shook her head.
"I thought so. I still have some pride and self-respect left. Does it hurt to hear you saying that you don't want to be part of my life anymore? Yes, it does. It hurts a lot, but you're a big girl now and capable of making your own decisions and facing the consequences of your choices."
"Dad, you're being a bit dramatic, it's not that I don't want to see you anymore. This is not about hurting you. I just want some time for myself..."
I raised my hand to stop her.
"Your mother said the same thing to me about her cheating, but it hurt anyway. Her time for herself didn't include me either but it included the asshole she cheated on me with."
"Dad! Richard is not a bad guy! If you give him a chance and you get to know him, I'm sure you two could become friends. He could even help you with your job."
I snorted.
"Not going to happen. Please don't compare me with him. Your new hero is a cheater. He cheated on his first wife and then when he found your mother, he used his money to chase and seduce her, knowing she was married. He had sex with your mother for months behind my back while she lied to my face. In my book that makes your beloved good doctor a scumbag of the worse kind and your mother a whore that went along with it."
She opened her mouth to say something but I interrupted her.
"This meeting isn't about them, but about you and me. Let me ask you this: was I such a bad father? I worked lots of hours trying to provide for you and your mom, and even so I was there for you any time you needed me. I drove you to school every day in my truck. I never missed a school function. You never missed a present on Christmas Day or your birthday. I took care of you every time you were sick. We used to go on a bike ride at the park on Saturdays, or we visited the zoo. Remember the couch fort we used to build together on rainy days? Maybe I wasn't a great provider but I did the best I could to be a good father and you and your mother never lacked anything essential."
For a moment, my daughter's expression softened and a brief smile came to her lips.
"You ARE a great father. My decision has nothing to do with you. I still love you, Dad. This is about me. You need to understand, I'm going to a new school; I have a new group of friends and a busy social life. On weekends, Mom, Richard and I go to the club. I play tennis, swim at the pool, and hang with my friends. Sometimes we go sailing on his sailboat. Honestly, being with you is not as exciting as being with them. No offense."
I watched her in silence. A lump rose in my throat. I swallowed hard, fighting back the tears.
When I finally got enough control of my emotions to talk, my voice was hoarse.
"I'm sorry I couldn't give you all those things. I worked hard to provide for you and your mother the best I could. I thought those things didn't really matter as long as we loved each other. It seems I was wrong. I'm poor, I'm boring, and being with me is not as exciting as being with your mom, her sugar daddy, and your new snob friends, so you're kicking me to the curb as your mother did."
She took my hand and squeezed it gently.
"Please, Dad. I love you."
"Actions speak louder than words, Kiddo. Another lesson I did my best to teach you."
Elise was crying now. I knew I wasn't making it easy for her, but I was hurting inside.
"Dad, please understand that I have to look to my future. A future you can't give me, but Richard can. He is going to take care of my college expenses at a major university. You could have never given me anything like that."
I could clearly see the whore's hand behind my daughter's words and reasoning. I was pretty sure that my daughter had been tutored on what to say to me.



"What you are telling me is that Doctor Dick bought your love pretty much as he did with your mother's..."
"No, Dad, please... Don't ever think that. I am and always will be your daughter."
I could see how much she was suffering from this decision so I decided to back off. She'd made up her mind and there was nothing I could say or do to change her decision.
"I'm not trying to give you a hard time, Eli. I'm just trying to let you see my side of the situation. If you don't want to see me every other weekend, fine. I have to accept your decision, no matter how much it hurts."
My daughter didn't say anything. She just looked at me with tears in her eyes.
"Allow your poor father to teach you one last lesson and then I'll be out of your life for good and let you enjoy your time with your new family and your new friends."
Elise looked at me.
"One day you're going to meet a boy that will rock your world. You'll be head over heels in love with him, and you won't be able to wait for him to propose so you can be together all the time."
My daughter nodded.
"The day he proposes you, take a good look at the ring on your finger. Think what accepting his ring means. Accepting an engagement ring means that your heart, body, and soul belong exclusively to your man. It means that you're now putting all your efforts into building a life that involves the two of you. Only the two of you. From that moment on, you're a team. You trust each other with your lives."
I paused to let my words sink in.
"But if you feel that you are only accepting the ring till a better man comes along. If you want to be with your man only till a wealthier man comes along, then he deserves to know what he's getting into. Tell him 'I'll be with you and I'll be faithful to you as long as you earn enough money to provide for the life I deserve'. Don't make promises like 'forsake all others" or to stay at his side 'for richer, for poorer' if you are not willing to keep your word. The choices you make show your morals and standards. When you say you will do something and don't do it, you teach others, and yourself, that you can't be trusted. And love can't survive without trust. I pray and hope you'll remember my words and do the right thing on the day of your engagement."
My daughter was listening to me carefully, tears now rolling down her cheeks.
"May I have one last hug?"
Elise nodded through her tears. My own eyes were shining, tears finally running down my cheeks.
"I'll see you on Christmas, Dad," my daughter said between sobs.
I nodded.
When the hug was over I spun around and walked away without looking back.
I was expecting to hear Elise's voice calling me, saying that she still wanted me to be part of her life, but it never happened.
I climbed on my truck and cried my heart out. I cried a lot, the sort of agonizing tears where you feel paralyzed and helpless.
The moon was shining in the sky when I finally started the engine and drove back to my place.
CHAPTER 3
In the month leading up to Christmas, I went through every emotion possible. Hurt, sadness, anger, grief. I texted my daughter and she texted back, but I could feel her heart wasn't in it.
I spent the whole of December with an iron pit in my stomach, feeling a lump rise in my throat each time I thought of celebrating Christmas without my daughter.
I didn't get a Christmas tree because I knew every time I saw the fir smugly sparkling at me I'd remember and feel bereft once more.
On Christmas Eve, I waited in vain for a call or a text from my daughter. I never got any. I called but my calls went straight to voicemail. I went to their house, but the guard at the gate told me that they had left on a trip. I went to the pub and necked beer like I was twenty again. I went back to my place tipsy, ready to wake up alone on Christmas day for the first time in my life.
Spending Christmas alone forced me to realize I had lost my daughter for good.
The only thing keeping me in town was Elise, and now she'd turned her back on me too. Maybe one day she'd change her mind. Or maybe she'd embrace harder her new way of life and she'd forget completely about me. One thing was sure, I was not going to die every day waiting for her call.
My sense of self was destroyed. I had been completely emasculated. I felt like I'd been taken out with the trash. After the Christmas fiasco, I didn't bother to call or text my daughter anymore. She had my number if she wanted to reach me.
I needed a change of scenery and I needed it now! Things weren't the same and I didn't want to stay in town anymore.
Then, as a sign from Heaven, I got a call from the realtor saying the house had finally been sold. Since it was just my name on the deed and Ohio is not a community property state, I didn't need the whore's signature to sell it. She didn't ask for anything in the divorce, except the 30% she took from our savings, so I didn't feel the need to inform her about it.
As soon as I got the money from the house, I quit my job and cashed my 401k. Even after paying the penalty and taxes, I got a nice sum of money.
I sat down and calculated how much money I could leave my daughter to help her with her college. I didn't care that doctor Dick was paying for it. She was still my daughter.
I made the check and paid a cheap lawyer to give it to my daughter only after she read the letter that I enclosed with it.
Dear Elise:
There is too much to say and I have mixed feelings about what I even want to say.
I never thought that making good money meant so much to you. I never thought that your mother cared about it either. I was obviously clueless about you two. I always taught you that greatness is in the heart, not in the wallet.
Be careful how you live your life, because life is about learning to put principles into practice.
I want to thank you for telling me in my face when you decided that your life was better without me in it. It took guts to look me in the eyes while you were breaking my heart. I respect you for that.
I want you to know that I love you very, very much. That's why your decision ripped my heart out of my chest. You have no idea how much you hurt me. Spending Christmas alone without even a text from you just killed me. Maybe one day our relationship can be healed, but right now I need to move away from here and do my best to put my life back on track.
Now I'm sure you are not in my corner.
I'm happy you found a new exciting life and a future full of opportunities. I'm sad I no longer have a place in it.
Money can buy lots of things. I never thought your love was one of them.
Have a good life.
Dad
I sold everything I had except my tools and bought a second-hand camper. I paid in cash.
Before leaving town I took my delayed revenge on Doctor Dick and the slut.
I sat on the computer and designed a flyer. It looked like one of those old WANTED signs.
Doctor Dick Cavanaugh. Surgeon at Ohio Health Mansfield Hospital.
He cheated on his first wife and she divorced him.
He went after my wife and seduced her with gifts and presents. They cheated on me for months before she asked me for a divorce.
He also used his money to buy my daughter away from me.
You can congratulate him on his newly bought family at this number...
I added the asshole's phone numbers in big characters.
You can also call the good doctor at the hospital. The receptionists are waiting for your call.
Just be careful, if he likes your family he might want an upgrade and buy it away from you.
In the lower half of the poster, I added a photo of the whore that I knew she hated and wrote:
WIFE FOR SALE.
Louise Olson aka Louise Cavanaugh. She cheated on me and had sex with Doctor Dick Cavanaugh for months.
If you make more money than a surgeon you might be able to buy her. Ask for a test drive before buying. She comes with a high-maintenance daughter.
You can congratulate Louise for trading up at this number.
I added the whore's number in big black characters.
Louise was in such a hurry to get rid of me that she only took Doctor Dick's presents into her new life. One of the things she left behind was the family computer. It was a pleasant surprise to realize that I was able to access my ex-wife's and my daughter's email accounts.
I sent a digital version of the poster to all their contacts and every other person I could think of. I also printed 5000 copies of the poster and for an extra fee, they added them to Sunday's edition of the Columbus Dispatch.
I also got access to the email exchanges between the whore and doctor Dick. I copied them into a flash drive. They might be useful if they decided to sue me.
To prevail in a civil lawsuit for defamation, you must prove to the court that the defamatory statement made against them was false. Any good lawyer would tell them that a trial would only attract more attention to them and their actions.
When I finished my tasks, the sun was rising. I was exhausted but satisfied.
On the way out, I bought a new phone with a new number.
I climbed in my camper and drove away from my past life.
CHAPTER 4
The camper became my home during the next weeks. The first miles of the drive was quiet with me in deep thought, and I didn't register a thing in my mind. There were a lot of things I had missed because I had to work hard to provide for my family. Now that I was free, I was determined to check all the squares on my wish list. I had never been more than a hundred miles away from my hometown since I got married. My last years had been devoted to working and being a husband and a father. Not anymore.
My original plan was to drive from Ohio to Wyoming and find a steady job there. But once I got there, I decided to keep traveling west. I drove on back roads discovering the small towns of America.
Wherever I found an opportunity to weld something for cash, I stayed a few days. I never stuck around in one place for more than a few weeks unless I found a nice view or a nice community.
Over the next months, I worked my way through America, driving at the speed of life.
I didn't try to pretend all was well. The grief and the anger were still there. Some days I was moody and cried myself to sleep. The future I had envisioned had been shattered. The people I had loved and devoted myself to had deeply hurt me and then deserted me. Even when the loss was devastating, even though my path had taken a twist, I still believed that I could have a good future. You know what they say, "the best revenge is a life well-lived."
Of course, I wanted to show my ex-wife and my ex-daughter that I succeeded despite what they did to me. This might be a part of it, but I believed that the most important aspect was that I proved myself that I was capable of moving on without dwelling on the past and obsessing about balancing the ledger.
I had been three months on the road when I decided to call my mom. She and my sister were the only ones who had my new number. I'd asked them not to share it with anyone.
Mom told me she had been getting some really angry calls and threats from the whore because of the WANTED poster. She had dropped words such as libel and defamation. However, no one had come looking for me at her home.
My daughter had also called wanting to get in touch with me. I suppose she was angry with me too.
"How are you holding up, Paul?"
"Some days are better than others, but I'm okay, mom. I made the right choice leaving town. I feel much better being on the road. I still can't stop seeing myself as a loser and keep asking myself what I did wrong."
"Don't do this to yourself, son. Why are you seeing the world through your ex-wife's and Dr. Douchebag's value system? You wanted a loving wife; she wanted a stepping stone to something better. You were never compatible. It could well be she was your stepping stone to something much better, a future partner who values you. By my standards, you're a much better person than any of them."
"I think you might be a bit biased when it comes to me, but thanks for saying it, mom."
"I really mean it, Paul. You're a great father and an amazing husband. You worked lots of hours to give your family the best life you could. You sacrificed college for them. You were always there for your daughter. You also stayed faithful to your marriage. This makes you a good person. You can keep your head high, you did nothing wrong. What about them? Two shallow people caring only about material things. Louise was a really awful woman who cheated on the person who loved her deeply and stabbed him in the back. Your ex-wife and that doctor are not, and never will be, better than you. It doesn't matter how good they look on Facebook, or how much money they make. Your flyer forced them to look at themselves in the mirror. And they didn't like the reflection. Once the fantasy and sparkles fade, they'll cheat on each other as well. I bet Elise is wondering if she made the right choice siding with them. Elise is a smart girl. You raised her well. She'll figure it out sooner or later."
"Too bad I won't be there to see it."
"Never say never, Paul."
"I don't think so. Last time we spoke Eli was thrilled by the excitement of the new lifestyle Doctor Dick was providing her."
"Well, Son, not all that glitters is gold. I heard their membership at the club is under review. Their circle of friends is not as big as it used to be. Most of the people don't like cheaters. People at the hospital are not happy with them either."
"Not my problem anymore, Mom. I love you. Tell Sis I said hi."
"I love you too, Paul. Thanks for calling."
CHAPTER 5
I called my daughter using a public phone and she started lashing me out as soon as she heard my voice. I wished I would have been wrong about her reason to call me.
"I'm mad at you, Dad. That horrible poster ruined my life. Why couldn't you leave us alone?"
"I didn't ruin your life. Your mother's cheating did. Goodbye Elise. Don't ask me to call you again."
I hung up on her.
I was driving through a nice city in the northwest called Middletown when I saw a mini-complex which included a food court and a multi-purpose center that accommodated passenger vehicles, trucks, and vans. After some months on the road, my camper deserved a bath. When my wheeled home disappeared through the various stages of a high-tech computerized assembly line, I walked around and I stood at a nearby school playground to watch the kids playing.
The school grounds seemed to be open to the community. I saw some people walking their dogs.
A child walked fast in front of me. She was short, skinny, with scraped knees, and her clothes were old, used, ragged.
A bunch of loud girls was coming after her.
"Hey, Sabrina! Where is your dad?" a fat blonde bully shouted.
Laughter broke out on the playground.
I had been in her situation when I was a kid. I never had new sneakers and my clothes were always clean but they weren't new. There was something in the girl's black eyes I recognized. It was a mix of shame and fear, but also pride. This mouse could roar if they pushed her enough.
"I have a dad," she said in a small voice. "Everybody has one."
"Is his name on your birth certificate, dim bulb?" the blonde sneered.
Sabrina winced and tried to walk away, but the bully wasn't the kind of girl you turn your back on
"Only losers don't have dads." The fat blonde grinned and grabbed Sabrina's arm and spun her around.
"Do you even have a birth certificate? I hear you and your mother eat garbage. They say that your dad hated you and your mom so much he dumped you both in an alley and took off."
It never ceases to amaze me how cruel some kids can be. My mind was now flooded with old unpleasant memories of my own childhood. Growing up in a family where money was tight had placed a bulls-eye on my back too.
Sabrina tightened her lips along with her fists.
I stood up and approached the group ready to put a stop to things if they got out of control.
The group of girls continued bothering her, calling her names, and so on, while Sabrina was doing her best to ignore them. Then the blonde tossed one final taunt, "Everyone says your mother is a whore. I bet right now she is having sex with someone to buy your lunch."
The group erupted in laughter.
"What did you say?"
The group went silent.
The blonde bully stood an inch away from Sabrina's face, wearing a nasty grin that said she'd been waiting for this. "I said your mom is a whore. The only job she could get is letting other men fuck her."
Sabrina socked the blonde as hard as she could in the soft belly.
While the blonde writhed on the ground, Sabrina said quietly, "Don't ever talk about my mom again."
The blonde jumped at her and hit her in the face giving her a bloody nose. I thought it was time to stop being just a spectator.
"Enough!" I shouted. I lifted my gaze and the group of mean girls shrank back. I'm 6'2" so from the perspective of a group of sixth-grade girls, I was a towering monster.
The bunch of girls looked at me and ran away carrying the fat blonde with them who was grabbing her stomach and cussing.
As I approached Sabrina, she stared at me with a resigned look in her eyes. I tried to calm her.
"I know how it feels to be bullied. I was bullied myself when I was around your age," I confessed. I stood a few inches away from her to show her I had no intention of hurting her.
"I'd be scared if I were you. Here have this." I offered her a tissue to clean her nose.
Sabrina took a seat on a bench and dabbed at her nose with the tissue.
"Someone is going to come and take me to the Principal's office. They always do." She informed me.
"I'd like to go with you and tell them what happened here," I offered sitting at her side but still keeping my distance.
She didn't nod, but something changed behind her eyes as if she were reassessing me. She watched me, her eyes taking in everything from the unflinching gray of my eyes to the tips of my dusty sneakers.
As Sabrina predicted, someone came looking for her. She introduced herself as the Principal's secretary and asked me who I was. I informed her that I was passing by and I had witnessed the whole scene.
She guided us through some hallways and finally stood at the closed door that read Principal and knocked.
"Come in," a female voice invited from the inside.
"There's been a fight on the playground." The Secretary said.
The principal of Middletown Elementary looked as if Fräulein Rottenmeier and Lord Voldemort had produced a child.
"What happened?"
"We've got one in the nurse's office with a bellyache the size of the Sears Tower." She pointed at me and said, "This man says he saw what happened."
"Call the parents," The Principal ordered.
"Already done."
Sabrina winced.
"Do you want to tell me what happened out there, Mr...?" The Principal asked. She glanced at my wrinkled shirt and worn-out jeans which I hadn't had time to change.
"Paul Olson." I extended my hand she shook it. She had a tight grip. Her eyes never left mine.
She offered me a seat and I told her everything that had transpired in the playground, adding a few personal comments about bullies.
At that moment, a woman entered the Principal's office. She was in her thirties and wearing a waitress uniform.
"What happened?" asked the woman, whom I supposed was Sabrina's mother.
"I messed up," Sabrina said.
"What the hell?" her mother's mouth tightened.
Sabrina held out her hand. Without missing a beat, her mother reached into the pocket of her uniform and pulled out a quarter.



Noticing the curious expression on our faces, the mother shrugged sheepishly. "I'm not supposed to swear."
The Principal nodded. "Go with Mrs. Taylor, Sabrina, while I talk to your mother."
Sabrina stood up and left the office. Nobody asked me to leave so I sat there, curious about the whole situation.
"According to his man, some girls were teasing Sabrina."
"About what?" the mother asked, but it was obvious she already knew.
"Being dumb, not having a father, about being poor..." I offered.
The mother cursed again.
"She took offense." The Principal went on.
"Why shouldn't she?" the mother snapped.
"She hit Nelly Welch so hard the girl is now in the nurse's office. Fighting isn't allowed in school," the Principal snapped.
"From the looks of my daughter, she wasn't the only kid throwing punches. And if I remember the Welch girl, she's a fat, tall creature who shouldn't be allowed out of her cage."
I fought hard not to laugh.
"Be that as it may, they're both suspended."
"Fine by me." Sabrina's mother stood. "When can she come back to school?"
"In two days." The Principal tilted her head. "Will she be upset?"
"She'll be thrilled. I've never understood why you people think it's a punishment to send kids home. The only ones who'd be worried about missing class are the ones who'd never get sent home in the first place. My problem is who's going to babysit her while I'm at work."
The Principal grimaced as if she'd swallowed a lemon. She stood up and followed us to the door.
CHAPTER 6
Sabrina was waiting for her mother outside.
"You're suspended for two days," her mother informed her. Then she turned to me and said, "I think we haven't been properly introduced Mr..."
"Paul," I said extending my hand.
She shook it. "I'm Mary. Sabrina's mother as I'm sure you already figured. You stood up for my daughter, thank you. She really needs someone in her corner. I'm afraid I can't be there for her as much as she deserves."
"Am I in trouble?" Sabrina asked once we were outside.
"Who started it?"
"Not me."
Sabrina's mother looked at me looking for reassurance and I nodded.
"I tried to walk away," Sabrina added.
I nodded again.
"That's when I got this."
She held up his right arm, where new finger-size bruises had begun to form.
Her mother rubbed her forehead.
"How about talking to them?"
Sabrina pointed to her skinned knees, then to her bloody nose.
"The girl gave you a bloody nose, then you slugged her?"
Sabrina squirmed, looked at me, and I gave her a look that I hoped meant 'you're on your own.'
"Not exactly," she finally said, and she gave her mother a short but accurate version of the events.
"Was she calling you names?"
"Some."
"Sticks and stones, Sabrina."
I knew as well as anyone that names could hurt.
"What else?" her mother asked.
"She said you..."
Her mother waited.
"I what?"
"Never mind."
"Sabrina..."
"She said you were a whore," Sabrina blurted.
I watched Mary's face and confirmed that names could still hurt.
"Not like I haven't heard that before," she said. "You're not in trouble but I am. Social Services is already after us. I can't risk us losing you because I left you alone without supervision. You know quite well I can't pay a nanny. How am I supposed to work if you're not at school?"
I cleared my throat to draw their attention and offered. "Maybe I can offer you a temporary solution."
Mary looked at me with a puzzled look on her face, then she looked at Sabrina and she moved her head up and down with a small smile.
"I just got to town and I need someone to show me around. I heard there is a lake not far from here. What I mean is that I would be thrilled to babysit your daughter in exchange for a guide. I know no good mother would trust her daughter to a stranger so, if you need references I can give you my mother's number. She's living with my sister."
I could see the gears working inside Mary's head, so I punched my mother's number, talked with her for a few seconds to explain the situation, and handed the phone to Mary.
She moved away to be able to talk in private and returned to us some minutes later.
"Your mother seems to be a very nice person. She speaks highly of you. She assured me that you would take excellent care of Sabrina."
"She's my mother. She might be a little biased."
"She said something about you raising a daughter, Paul. I don't mean to pry but what happened between you two?"
"I didn't have lunch yet. If you don't mind I'd like to invite the two of you to join me and I can tell you about my situation."
We went to a McDonald's and while Sabrina played in the playground I gave Mary the Reader's Digest version of what had happened. It was the first time I had told someone the whole story and it surprised me that I didn't get as emotional as I thought I would.
Mary was a good listener and I felt relieved at the end.
"I can't blame you for leaving. I can see how much she hurt you."
"Which one? My ex-wife or my daughter?"
"Well, I suppose your ex-wife cheating on you and leaving you for another man wasn't easy, but I was talking about your daughter, Elise."
"Elise decided that Louise's new man could give her a better life than me. What could I do? Beg her to love me? Our relationship has been nonexistent since then. Her choice, not mine."
She reached out to grab my hand. "I'm sorry to hear that."
"I'd be happy to take care of Sabrina if that would help you. She's a very special girl."
"I can't pay you, Paul."
I chuckled. "I appreciate the offer, Mary, but I'm not really in need of any extra cash. However, I understand if you don't feel comfortable leaving your daughter with a stranger."
"I feel I can trust you. Besides, your mother vouched for you satisfactorily."
She smiled at me and I smiled back at her.
"I'm running out of options, Paul. I don't want my daughter taken from me by the state. Even when a kid is neglected as the result of poverty, the state gets to set its own specific definitions for neglect, they typically center on deprivation of things like a proper house, clothing, or medical treatment, which are problems almost totally exclusive to poor people."
"If I take my daughter to the playground, her dress looks dingy and stained next to the kids running around in clothes so absurdly bright they looked like something out of a cartoon. The wrong social worker might call her clothes deplorable or filthy even if it was just messy or cluttered, and that increases the likelihood that it leads to a court petition for the child's removal."
I nodded and squeezed her hand.
"My fear isn't just based on embarrassment, it's also couched in the visceral fear that people would assume I'm a bad mom because of something as simple as the clothing my daughter wears. As you witnessed, Sabrina also has problems at school. Also, my house needs lots of repairs and maintenance. I'm at my rope's end, Paul."
I looked at her and told her, "Things will get better, trust me, Mary."
I wrote down my number on a paper napkin, handed it to Mary, and said, "If you need someone to babysit Sabrina, call me. I plan to stay in town for a few days."
She called me later that night and asked me to come to her house early in the morning.
CHAPTER 7
Mary and Sabrina's house was old and needed a lot of work. The yard too. The lawn was full of crabgrass. The shrubs were overgrown, in need of a good trimming. Inside and outside, the house needed paint and repairs. No wonder Social Services were on Mary's back.
A quick inspection told me that the electric service was inadequate and the kitchen was dreadful, with old-fashioned linoleum countertops, cheap cabinets, a gas range that was an antique, a portable dishwasher, and a small refrigerator with no ice maker.
We started with the yard. Sabrina and I spent hours upon hours in that yard, planting new flowers, trimming all the bushes, mowing the lawn methodically, and yanking out weeds at the root. We managed to get the garden into a shape where we could put in flowers and some yard games I bought for her. Sabrina began to dance in the grass, and my chest tightened.
During the next two days, we became inseparable. I helped Sabrina with her homework, just as I had helped Elise. She was a smart kid. She just needed guidance and stability, two things she wasn't getting in her present situation. Her grades started to be adequate and they kept improving, as time went by.
My job as a pro-bono babysitter, handyman, and tutor became permanent. I was having dinner at Mary's house every day.
"It's the least I can do to pay you back for what you're doing for my daughter," Mary said.
Of course, I was still sleeping in my camper.
I also got some part-time jobs welding things and a steady job with the local contractor. My new boss and his wife were the owners of the only bed and breakfast in town. His name was Percy and he was a good man.
"If you are as good as you said you are you'll have a lot of work with me," Percy assured me.
On weekends, Mary and Sabrina showed me around. A picnic by the lake. Bicycle rides in the woods. Hiking some easy trails to the mountains.
We looked over the interior of the house to start working on what needed to be done. I fixed a lot of things. My new boss pitched in when necessary. He was glad to help when I explained the situation to him. That is the good thing about a small community: you know you can count on each other in hard times. I also got a new fridge and dishwasher.
"We need to work on painting the interior, starting in the kitchen."
"That sounds perfect," Mary said kissing my cheek. "I can't thank you enough for what you're doing."
I actually blushed at the compliment. I sat there admiring Mary and noting her physical attributes. She was a beautiful petite brunette with milky white skin. Her long curly hair flowed halfway down her back. Her eyes were black and full of light. I was vaguely aware that she was doing the same in return.
We smiled at each other.
"I enjoy working with my hands. I also enjoy spending time with you two. So it's a win-win. "
"Thanks again for doing this, Paul, you're a life-saver."
I made a habit of picking up Sabrina at school and drove her in my truck to her home.
The first days her classmates looked intently at me with their eyes wide open.
"Paul!" Sabrina shouted and jumped into my truck's cabin.
I focused again on being a dad even if I didn't have the title. Lots of happy memories came to my mind.
I was fascinated with everything Sabrina liked. We read stories together. We watched Pixar movies. We cooked meals together. We keep doing repairs in the house.
CHAPTER 8
"Paul, what kind of lady do you like?" Sabrina asked me one day out of the blue.
I immediately thought of Mary's dark cap of hair.
We were painting Sabrina's bedroom walls with a beautiful salmon paint with accents in a bright shade of sunny yellow. She had chosen the colors herself. She had paint on the tip of her nose, her cheeks, her hands, and her arms.
"I don't care much about looks, but personality," I answered sincerely.
However, the image of Mary's long legs and small round breasts came to my mind. I hadn't been sexually active in a long time. It was good to know I could still lust after a woman.
"Just a plain hometown girl," I added.
"There are a lot of the women like this in Middleton. How come you don't date?"
"I'm not what you'd call a great catch."
"But you'll never get married this way. Even I know you have to date before you can hit a home run."
"Where did you hear that?" I narrowed his eyes.
"I overheard some older girls at my school talking about it."
"What do you think a home run is?"
"Getting married."
I breathed out a sigh of relief. "No, it's not that."
"Then it must be sex. I wasn't sure. But you guys kind of need that, too, right?"
"What? No... Well, yes... but... You should talk with your mother about this."
"I already know about the birds and the bees, silly."
That started Sabrina on another fit of laughter that was so contagious I joined her.
"Mom said you were married before."
"Yes, I was."
"Why did she divorce you?"
"Do you know what cheating is?"
She nodded. "It's when you copy your answers from someone else in a test."
"That's right. Cheating is when a person acts dishonestly on purpose. My ex-wife cheated on me."
"She lied to you."
"Yes, she did. She went looking for another husband while she was still married to me."
Sabrina shook her head.
"Why did she do that? You're a good man. I like you."
"Thank you, Sabrina, I like you too. To answer your question, she was looking for someone who earned more money than me."
"Mom and I don't have a lot of money. People say we are poor. You were poor too?"
"We lived a bit better than your mom and you, but we weren't rich. Our lifestyle wasn't enough for her. I suppose she would say we were poor."
"Why?"
"She wanted a bigger house, a better car, diamond jewelery, designer clothing, and so on. Some women are like that. They always want better."
"Not all of them. Mom is not like that," Sabrina said, eyeing my reaction.
"Your mom is a great person."
"Do you like her?"
"I do."
"Are you going to marry her and be my dad?" Sabrina's eyes lit up.
I put my hand on Sabrina's shoulder and said, "I'm not sure your mom would want me as her husband."
"Why not?"
"I'm crabby. I have trust issues. I'll never be rich."
"You're not crabby, you're funny. You have lots and lots and lots of patience with me. Besides, who needs to be rich? We're happy."
Sabrina threw herself into my arms and painted my back in sunny yellow.
"I would choose you to be my dad in a heartbeat," she whispered in my ear.
"Thank you, Sabrina. For what is worth, I'd choose you to be my daughter."
That brought a huge smile to Sabrina's face.
CHAPTER 9
The next day, when Mary came home from work, she pulled me aside and told me in a hushed voice, "Next weekend is Sabrina's birthday."
She looked sexier in her waitress outfit than I'd thought possible
"Great! Have you planned anything?"
"Nothing special. A small celebration just the three of us. Pizza and a cake. You know she doesn't get along with her classmates. I don't want to disappoint her when no one shows up."
"Sounds good to me," I said. But it didn't.
I thought this was the end of the conversation, but I could see Mary had something else in mind.
"I'm worried about her. She should have friends. She seems lonely."
"I was a lot like Sabrina," I said glancing at my hands, which were clenched between my knees. "I couldn't sit still. I was a problem child. Did a lot of dumb-ass stuff. That's how I got my ex-wife pregnant."
Mary nodded, but I could tell her mind was still focused on her daughter.
"What happened with Sabrina's father if I may ask?"
Mary shook her head to get rid of the painful thoughts and said, "He abandoned us. You were not the only one who did stupid things when you were younger. I was a rebellious teenager. I ran away from home and hung with the wrong crowd. Then I got pregnant. He stuck around for a while, but he didn't have a regular job and drank a lot. The first time he beat me I went straight to the police. He ran away and I haven't seen him ever since. I contacted my parents, but when they knew I was pregnant they didn't want anything to do with me. They donated me this house that belonged to my grandparents to ease their conscience and gave me some pocket money."
"That was cold."
I couldn't help but remember when my own wife and daughter turned their backs to me.
Mary shrugged. "I ran away from home for a reason."
"Considering what you went through you're doing pretty well."
I became fascinated with the slight blush in her cheeks and the way the wind stirred her long hair. When the sun hit it just right, Mary's hair shone more navy blue than black.
***
I felt bad knowing that no one would come to Sabrina's birthday party. No kid deserves to spend her birthday alone. So, I decided to surprise her.
I talked with the firefighters and the Sheriff. I explained the situation to them and they understood perfectly. It wasn't a real emergency, but they'd still come to the rescue.
I also talked with Mary's boss, Red Harding. He and his chef, Tony Marino, assured me they would come.
Sabrina had blown the candles, and we were eating chocolate cake while she opened her presents. I had talked with Mary about gifting her daughter a laptop. She said it was too much, but she finally agreed when I explained to her that it would be useful to help her school work.
Mary sewed Sabrina a new dress.
Then, we saw flashing lights and heard sirens and horn-honking. Sabrina rushed outside and found a police car, and a fire truck with a big sign right across the side that said, 'Happy Birthday, Sabrina'.
Sheriff Bert Thomas and his deputy Nick Wallace walked to the house and greeted Sabrina. They gifted Sabrina a fake sheriff badge and a sheriff hat that read "Deputy."
The firefighters named Sabrina an Honorary Firefighter. It came with a uniform and a certificate.
"Wow, this is crazy!" exclaimed Sabrina. She was literally jumping up and down and it melted all our hearts. The look on her face was absolutely magical. They let her play with the equipment and she sat behind the wheel of the fire truck.
Then, Red Harding showed up along with his chef. He was carrying two big paper bags full of ingredients. The next thing we knew was that we were all making white chocolate strawberry cookies and singing songs in Italian.
Everyone stayed for cookies and cake, the police, the firefighters, Mary's boss, and the chef sang "Happy Birthday" to her, and left Sabrina with perhaps the greatest gift of all: a lesson in kindness.
What could have been a crushing disappointment instead turned into a memorable surprise.
Sabrina hugged me and murmured: "Thank you, Daddy," and my heart stuttered.
Mary smiled at me and mouthed, "Thank you."
Everyone in town, considered Mary, Sabrina and I were a happy family of three. Maybe it was time to make it official
I never thought I could love again after my heart was shattered. Then Mary and Sabrina came into my life and everything changed.
I realized I was ready to love again. I wanted to be a dad again. I wanted to have a family, a home, a life again.
CHAPTER 10
The next Monday, Sabrina and I were doing her homework when a knock on the door made me frown. I looked at Sabrina and she shrugged.
A strange woman with a briefcase was at the door.
"Good morning, what can I do for you?"
"Megan Crapper, Social Services."
For an instant, I was paralyzed with uncertainty, then I forced myself to speak. "I don't remember an appointment."
"Surprise visit," Ms. Crapper said. "We like those."
I glanced at Sabrina. She wasn't afraid of much, but I could tell she was afraid of Social Services.
I let the woman in.
"Thank you, Mr..."
"Olson, Paul Olson. I'm the nanny and handyman. Would you like to sit, Ms. Crapper?"
She took a chair as far away as she could, looked around, and wrote some notes in a folder.
"This place looks much better than on my last visit."
"I have been making some renovations."
The women nodded and scribbled something down.
"Coffee?"
"No, thank you."
I stared at the Social Services lady. She was probably in her late fifties, though you'd never know it from her bland suit and scraped-back hairstyle.
"How long have you been working here, Mr. Olson?"
"Around six months. I pick Sabrina up from school and help her with her homework" I showed her the books on the table. "Then, we do some work in the house. We painted her room together."



I smiled at Sabrina and she gave me a nervous smile.
Ms. Crapper nodded and wrote down another note.
"How are the girl's grades doing?"
"Much better. I suppose you were already at her school. "
Ms.Crapper didn't even look up. "It's best if I ask you."
"So you can see if I lie?"
Now she lifted her gaze to mine. "Do you?"
"Of course, not!"
"Do you have any previous experiences with children?"
"I raised a sixteen-year-old daughter, so yes, I do."
"Where's your daughter now?"
I took an educated guess and answered, "College."
"And you wife?"
"Divorced."
"How do you and Sabrina get along?" she asked.
"Extremely well."
Sabrina smiled at me. I winked at her.
"Paul is already part of our family," she stated.
The social worker stared at Sabrina, then at me, and finally stood up.
"May I see the rest of the house?"
"Um, sure."
I ushered the woman into the living room.
"You have recently painted it."
"Yeah, we did. The carpet is new too."
She looked at the bedrooms, probably to make sure her mother was sleeping alone.
"Sabrina's room?"
"It's the one..."
"...with the Frozen sheets." The old lady made a check in her file, then glanced up. "And yours?"
"I prefer Star Trek."
She didn't smile, she didn't even blink.
"I live in the camper parked in the back of the house. They let me get electricity and water in exchange for my services."
She tried to hold my gaze, but a staring contest? That wasn't a contest.
"May I take a look?" Ms. Crapper indicated Sabrina's room with a nod.
"Go ahead."
I wandered into the kitchen and began cleaning up while she did whatever it was she had to do in Sabrina's room.
Ms. Crapper came back still scribbling in her folder.
"So," I said. "How did we do?"
"Better than expected," she admitted
Since Ms. Crapper was listening, I kept talking. "Sabrina and her mother deserve a break"
The social worker nodded thoughtfully. "I think you're right."
CHAPTER 11
When Mary heard the news, she was beyond happy. She had heard the story from Sabrina, but she came to my camper to hear my version and thank me in person. It was late and Sabrina was already in bed.
"Thank you, Paul," she said. "My debt with you keeps growing."
She hugged me really really tightly and gave me a soft kiss on the lips.
I stood there looking at her, unable to react.
"Sorry."
"Are you sorry about the kiss? Because I'm not."
She smiled at me, and my heart went ba-boom
"This all happened thanks to you. You saved Sabrina and me. We are so lucky to have you in our lives. I can't even fathom how our lives would be without you in them. "
Mary wrapped her arms around my neck and I felt something I haven't since my divorce... Love.
Yeah, I had a hard on too.
Mary smiled and rubbed against me. I groaned.
"Look, Paul, I don't like to beat around the bush, I love you," Mary whispered, her arms tightening around my neck. "How do you feel about me?"
She bit her lip and looked up at me with hope in her eyes.
I looked down in her eyes, black as coal, and whispered back. "I love you too, Mary."
From the joy that filled her eyes, you'd think no one else ever had said that to her.
We kissed again, deeply. She slid her tongue between my teeth and pressed her body against mine. I moaned, the sound vibrating against her lips and her chest, creating a whole new sensation. I ran my big hands up her thighs. Goosebumps chased across her skin and she shuddered.
"Mary..." I whispered her name, sliding my palms under her skirt, my thumbs beneath the high cut of her panties.
She lifted my shirt and ran her mouth over every dip and curve of my upper body. She smoothed her hands over my firm chest and stomach, then filled her palms with my biceps.
I guessed she wanted to wrap her legs around my waist and seemed pleasantly surprised when I lifted her, settling her knees over his hips as I pressed tiny kisses across her jaw, then down her neck.
My arms tensed, the muscles bulged as I supported her weight. I swung her body around, settling her on the tiny counter. My fingers drifted down the inside of her bare thighs, urging them wider. She gave herself over to my touch.
I managed to hike her skirt so high it was more of a belt, and I brushed my thumb over her pussy just once. Gasping, she arched against me.
Leaning forward, she tasted the sensitive skin where my collarbone became my shoulder.
My breath stirred her hair as she trailed her tongue lower, licking one flat brown nipple, scoring the tip with her teeth. I muttered her name and tugged her head back, melding our mouths as I cupped her breasts, testing their weight, rolling her hardened nipples under my thumbs.
Desperate to be closer, she scooted to the edge of the counter and latched her heels around my thighs, urging me forward. I was hot and hard like never before. My hands ran down her rib cage and around to her back, pulling her to me, rocking together in a rhythm that was ours alone.
Her fingers tangled in my hair. I lowered my head, rubbed my stubble against the fullness of her breasts, took her nipple in my mouth, and suckled both the silk of her top and her.
"Paul," she whispered with tears of joy on her cheeks.
"Shh," I murmured, inching back. I reached between her legs, my thumb seeking the place that cried out for me, but she grabbed my wrist, held it away.
My gaze met hers and lucidity crept back in, until she popped the button on my jeans, drew on the zipper, inched them over my hips, and freed me into her waiting hand.
She took a moment to stroke my hard cock, before wrapping her fingers around my length and driving me to a point from which neither of us wanted to return.
Every touch sent electric bolts of pleasure jumping across my semi-conscious mind.
With a single tug and a few less-than-graceful movements, I managed to divest her of her last bit of clothing, and I positioned the head of my excited cock at the opening of Mary's pussy.
My member entered her slowly, pressing her velvet tunnel open to take it.
That drove her over the edge. Mary was like molten fire, pouring over me, her mouth melting with mine, and her body plastering itself to mine like warm wax. My own hips were not still.
She was shifting and rotating on my groin, her small perky breasts pressing against and rubbing across my hairy chest as she did, the combination sending my excitement through the roof.
I had never experienced this kind of passion before. It felt like we were both burning up. I wanted to feel all of her against me. I thrust my pulsing manhood deeper into her wetness and buried it to the hilt into her moist heat. My wet cock stabbed her pussy fast, once and again, faster and faster. We were both grunting and moaning. Mary began to chant, "Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!" with every thrust of my pounding cock.
We both erupted and came. My cock swelled and pumped my warm seed into her slippery pussy. I was immediately hit by wave after wave of almost unbearable pleasure.
We locked together as my quivering cock emptied its last jet of cum and started to slowly get softer.
CHAPTER 12
I awoke the next morning, with the strange sensation of feeling another person in my bed. It took me a moment to remember what had happened last night. Then I caught the scent of Mary on the pillow, and it all came rushing back.
It was Sunday and none of us had to work, but Sabrina was probably awake by now.
"Good morning, beautiful," I whispered in her ear.
The words brought a smile to her lips.
We took a quick shower in the camper and went quickly into the house.
Sabrina was already having breakfast. She peered at her mom, judging her expression. She didn't seem upset by this turn of events. Rather, there was an almost excited gleam in her eyes.
Then she looked at me and asked, "Did you hit a home run?"
"Sabrina!" we both yelled at the same time.
She stood up and came rushing to us and threw her arms around our bodies, crying on her mother's chest.
"I knew it! I knew it!" she shouted.
When we released her, there was a tug on my pants.
"Can I finally call you Daddy?" Sabrina's face was full of hope.
I went down on my knees. "Only if I can tell everyone you are my daughter."
"Yay!" She started dancing around, filled with joy.
We all hugged her again. We were officially a family even when I hadn't even proposed to Mary. She didn't seem to care. Even so, I needed to put a ring on her finger as soon as possible.
We sat at the table to have breakfast as a family.
"So," Sabrina asked, "how fast can I get a brother or sister?"
CHAPTER 13
We wanted a small private wedding. No such luck.
When I told my boss about the wedding he and my co-workers wanted to come. Of course, keeping a secret in a small place like Middletown was almost impossible. The news spread fast.
Mary's boss offered the restaurant for the reception free of charge, and Tony, the chef of the place, told us to leave the catering in his expert hands.
Sheriff Thomas and the firefighters heard the news and they offered their services, so we had to invite them too. Mary's coworkers were as excited as she was.
I lost count of how many people were going to attend. My mother and my sister were coming too.
At the same time, we started the paperwork to adopt Sabrina as my daughter. I took her to shop for a ring. She was going to be her mother's bridesmaid. Percy, the owner of the bed and breakfast and my boss, was going to be my best man.
We were going to get married at the local church. The day of their wedding arrived nearly a month after the night Mary and I slept together.
The yard at the church was full of pickup trucks and cars of every color.
My mother, my sister, and brother-in-law arrived at Middletown on the day of the ceremony.
Sabrina ran to greet my mother. She looked gorgeous in her bridesmaid dress.
"Are you my grandma?"
My mom's heart melted. She lifted Sabrina into her arms. "Yes, I am."
"You look great in a tux, Paul." My sister said.
Mary and I got married with almost everyone in town attending. The church was crowded. We couldn't have imagined a lovelier wedding
That day was the first of many happy days we shared together.
"Thank God for small miracles," I said.
My wife turned to me. "Speaking of miracles..."
She brushed her palm over her stomach.
CHAPTER 14
Six years later, the doorbell rang bringing a ghost from my past.
"Hello, Dad."
"Elise? What are you doing here? You can't show up at my door like this. Besides, I have nothing to say to you."
I pushed the door to close it, but she stopped me, placing her hand on it.
"Dad, please."
"I stopped being your dad the day you threw me away for no reason. It's Paul to you."
She rolled her eyes.
"Paul? Really?"
"What do you want Elise? If you need a kidney the answer is no."
"Can we go inside and talk, please?"
"No, we can't. This is my family home and you're not welcomed here."
"I was a confused teenager, Dad... I'm sorry but I'm not calling you, Paul. My parents had divorced. I started a new life, in a new house, with a new school and new friends. It was all too exciting for me. I was dazzled by the bright lights and forgot about you and how much you were suffering."
"You chose Doctor Dick and his money over me."
Elise stood there, not knowing what to say.
"Don't you love me anymore?" she pouted.
"I loved the little girl who adored me and loved me. Not the material girl who threw me away for a wealthier life!"
I was fighting back the tears. I didn't know I could get so emotional after all this time.
A sixteen-year-old Sabrina came running and hugged me tightly. She had grown up into a gorgeous teenager who had half the Middletown boys drooling over her.
Her eyes shot daggers to my former daughter.
"He is MY Dad now! He's the best Dad in the world. All my friends are jealous of me because of him. You can't have him back. You abandoned him. He's mine now. We are happy. Go away!"
"Are you going to introduce me, Dad?" my former daughter asked. I could see she was a bit pissed with Sabrina's attitude.
"She is my older daughter Sabrina."
Sabrina's voice dropped to a hiss. "You broke him. Did you know that? You broke the man who loved you more than anything, he would have done anything for you! I can't imagine a more heartless person than you except for your mother. What's wrong with you, princess?"
Elise was crying openly now.
"I know I deserve all this and more. You are both right about me. I turned into a selfish bitch."
"Finally we can agree on something," I said bitterly
Elise cried some more. I wanted to hug her but I fought the urge.
"Two blocks north there is a restaurant called 'The Jammed'. I don't have anything to say to you, but I'll hear what you have to say there."
Ten minutes later, Sabrina and I walked to the restaurant. I couldn't convince my daughter to stay at home. She was as stubborn as she was beautiful.
"I can distinguish between fake and real emotions, and, more specifically, between genuine and fake tears. I don't trust her, Dad."
Elise had chosen a booth in a corner.
Sabrina and I sat on the opposite side.
"This is your show, Elise. Say your piece and go back to your glamorous life."
She sniffed. "I was hoping you'd have forgiven me after all this time. I was hoping we could move past what happened, but I can see I was being overly optimistic."
"Why? You never apologized for what you did. That last thing you told me was that I ruined your life. To be honest I barely think about my past life. Lots of unhappy memories. I lost my home, my job, and, most of all, my wife and my daughter. What did I do to deserve that? Not a single thing. You knew about your mother's cheating and never said a word to me! And then, you made my life miserable with every visit. You were bored... I was not exciting... I couldn't compete with Doctor Dick to get you better seats at a concert... And now, you just show up out of the blue and you think... what? That everything will be forgiven? Fucking incredible!"
Sabrina extended her hand and I put a quarter on it.
My whole body was shaking overwhelmed by the emotions that I had buried deep down in my soul and that were now resurfacing. Sabrina was holding my hand tight, still shooting daggers towards my former daughter.
Elise blotted the tears from her cheeks.
"You're right again. I'm sorry, Dad. I'm really, really sorry. I hurt you for no reason except my selfishness. I tried to call you but your old number wasn't working anymore. I went to our old house only to discover that you'd moved away. I called grandma asking for you, but she didn't know or she didn't want to tell me your new number or where were you"
"How long did it take you to realize that? When you got the check for my lawyer?"
She nodded.
"So you didn't text me or call me in a month."
"You're right. I didn't. I was angry with you for those posters you made. People were treating us like trash."
"If the shoe fits..." Sabrina said under her breath.
I couldn't help but smile.
"What are you doing here, Elise?"
"I've met a boy in college. His name is Roger. He is from a good family."
"By 'good' you mean wealthy"
Elise nodded. I shook my head.
I looked at the girl who had once been my daughter, I really looked at her. I still wasn't sure what her intentions were but I was pretty sure there was a reason for her sudden reappearance in my life.
"I'm getting married and I wanted you to meet my fiancé and walk me down the aisle the day of the wedding."
"Why?"
She looked confused.
"Because no matter what you say, you're still my dad."
"What about Doctor Dick...? Are your mother and him still together?"
"Yes, Dad. They are."
"Why isn't he walking you down the aisle then? I suppose he's paying for everything."
"Yes, he is. Well, half of it. Roger's parents insisted to pay the other half."
"I don't get it."
"What is there to get?" Elise was looking annoyed now. "You are my father and I want you there."
"When did you graduate?"
"A couple of years ago. Why?"
"Because I wasn't invited to your graduation."
She opened her mouth and closed it. I could tell things weren't going as she expected.
"Well... I didn't know your address or your new phone number..."
I smelled a rat. I started to think Sabrina was right about Elise.
"Did you try to find me?"
"Ehhh.... No, I didn't."
"How did you find me now?"
"I... I hired a P.I."
"So you didn't care about me two years ago, but you care now. You chose Doctor Dick over me over and over again, and now you suddenly want me to walk you down the aisle. What changed?"
She looked down.
"There is something you're not telling me, Elise. The real reason why you're here."
"It's about Roger..."
"Your fiancé. This good guy from a good family that you are going to marry."
"Yes, I really love him. We've been dating for years but when he proposed to me we went to meet his family. They live in another state. After the wedding, we are both going to live there."
"Good for you. Now stop stalling and tell me where I enter into all this."
"Well, of course, he wants to meet my family before the wedding..."
"Meaning the whore and Doctor Dick."
"Yes, well that's the problem. Recently, I discovered that Roger's father, divorced his first wife because she cheated on him..."
"Go on."
"...with Richard."
I laughed out as loud as I could.
"Dad, it's not funny!"
"I find it hilarious! Now everything makes sense. The karma train had finally arrived to bite Doctor Dick's balls, and it seems, you and your mum's as well, figuratively speaking."
"Pay Dad." I put another quarter in Sabrina's hand even when she was laughing too.
"My last name is not Cavanaugh so they don't suspect anything. Roger doesn't know Richard is mom's husband..." Elise shivered. "I found out by accident when Roger told me about his parents' divorce and he mentioned she cheated with a surgeon called Richard. I knew Richard used to live in the same state as Roger's family, so I asked him. Richard confirmed to me that he is the man who destroyed Roger's parents' marriage... If my fiancé knows about this he might call the engagement off. I can't lose him, Dad. I love him."
"Elise this is crazy! You can't start your marriage lying to your future husband. You don't lie to the people you love. What did you tell Roger about me?"
"That you are away a lot because of your work."
"Really? What do I work on? I'm pretty sure you didn't tell him I'm a welder. What's my new job? Did you bring me a script so I can learn my part?"
"Sarcasm isn't helping, Dad."
"Good, cause I'm not going to help you. I really feel you're not my daughter. I'm seriously thinking about getting a DNA test to make sure you really are mine. You can't be related to me and act like you're doing. Did you forget everything I taught you? Geez, Eli! I barely recognize you!"
Elise put her hands together.
"Dad... please! Do this for me and I'll never bother you again. We're going to live in another state, closer to Roger's parents. The chances that his family bump into Mom and Richard are really small."
"What about Thanksgiving or Christmas? Will I be working again on those days? What happens when your first child is born and I'm not there?"
"Well, I was thinking about telling Roger that Mom and you drifted apart because of your job and divorced."
"Once you tell a lie, you need ten more lies to cover the original. He won't buy that. If you tell him your mother and I got divorced he will insist that she doesn't spend the festivities alone. What about Doctor Dick? Will you hide him in the closet or under the bed?"



"Richard is not happy with the turn of the events, but he's willing to make this sacrifice for me. He's even willing to pay for my wedding and let you walk me down the aisle. In any case, I'm willing to cut Mom and Richard out of my life after the wedding if things get too complicated."
I couldn't believe what I was listening.
"Your mother made a good disciple out of you! You care about no one but yourself," I said with my voice full of disappointment. "I'm sorry, Elise. I won't be part of this charade. What you are doing is wrong. It shows you have no morals, no values, no scruples, no conscience."
"Dad I love Roger, I can't lose him!"
"Then confess everything to him. Tell him the truth. See if your love is strong enough to survive; don't build your future on a lie. And regarding us, I don't think our relationship can ever be mended, our values clash."
"Daddy, please!" she was openly crying now. Crocodile tears or genuine ones? I couldn't tell.
"I'm not your Daddy anymore. So stop calling me that! My daughter died the day you exchanged me for a wealthier man with no morals. I won't lie to your fiancé. If you want me to walk you down the aisle I'll do it. But I'll talk with Roger first, and I'll tell him the truth and nothing but the truth."
I stood up, Sabrina did the same.
"One bit of free advice: You are delusional if you think lying to your fiancé will work in the long run. Sooner than later he'll discover that you lied to him."
Elise's face metamorphosed into an expression of pure rage.
"Fuck you, old man! Mom was right about you. You're just a pathetic loser!"
Before I could react, Sabrina slapped Elise on the cheek hard enough to knock her down. By the time my stunned first daughter regained her feet, she found Sabrina standing protectively between herself and me.
"Say one more bad thing about my Daddy and I'll kick your ass back to the hole in the ground you crawled out," Sabrina growled. "Get out of this town, you lying stupid cunt."
Elise turned around and rushed out of the restaurant.
I extended my hand.
"Pay."
She gave me back one of my coins.
"I love you, Dad."
"I love you too, Sabrina."
EPILOGUE
Later, I found out through my mother that Elise had gone ahead with the wedding. No idea who walked her down the aisle.
True to her word, Elise cut Louise and Doctor Dick out of her new life after the wedding. I can only imagine how many new lies Elise had to tell to her new husband to justify her actions. When you are caught in a web of lies and deceit, it invariably affects other parts of your life.
You live under the stress of being discovered. That's what probably made Elise's marriage fail. Roger divorced her two years after the wedding.
Louise wasn't happy to be cut out of her daughter's life. She blamed Doctor Dick for losing her daughter. I guess it isn't funny when the shoe is on the other foot. The situation created a rift between Louise and good ol' Richard and they ended up in divorce.
Doctor Dick was a cheater but he wasn't stupid. Louise had signed a prenup before getting married, so when he dumped her she didn't do well in the divorce.
The last thing I heard through the grapevine was that my ex-wife was working as a nurse again and living in a small apartment.
To be honest, I didn't care.
I couldn't be happier. Today I'm walking Sabrina down the aisle.
But that's another story.
THE END
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CHAPTER 1
Michael had just raised his hand to knock on the door when a shriek rang out from the other side. The sound immediately had him dropping the flowers he carried.
He opened the door and entered the room filled with women in purple dresses, all peering at him with wide, startled eyes.
"Michael?" The query was accompanied by a rustle of silk that drew his gaze to his sister Molly as she disengaged from the small cluster of women to his right.
Michael simply stared at her as she stood before him. "You look beautiful, Sis."
"Thank you, baby brother. Every little girl dreams about wearing a beautiful dress and look like a princess." There was emotion in Molly's voice and on her face.
"You make a gorgeous bride, Sis. I heard someone scream and I thought something had happened." Michael explained.
"All is well. Thank you for the compliment. It was a happy shriek. My bridesmaids were admiring how I look in my wedding dress."
She twirled around to give her brother the full effect.
Michael hesitated and glanced to the group of women who were acting as bridesmaids, all gathered now at the far end of the room. They all looked exquisite, which was actually a problem. He was a man after all... and he didn't want to unintentionally insult any of the women with a reaction from his nether regions.
Molly's attention was on the doorway behind him. "Were those for us?"
The question drew his gaze back to the open door and the flowers that lay scattered on the hall floor. Much to his relief, none of them appeared to have been damaged by the fall.
"Yes, sorry I dropped them." Michael apologized, turning to head back to the door. Molly followed. He knelt to collect the bouquets and she asked quietly. "I want to ask you something, a small favor, Bro."
Michael kept picking up the bridesmaids bouquets.
"I'm listening."
"A friend of mine travelled from a distant town to attend the wedding and I promised her that I would make sure that she'd be back to her hometown after the reception. She said something about needing to be there to help Betsie deliver a baby. I told her you wouldn't mind driving her home."
"You told her I would drive her back," Michael said slowly, a frisson of alarm sliding through him. His older sister was well-known for her matchmaking, and she didn't do anything without a purpose. Michael suddenly wasn't feeling good about this task.
Molly rolled her eyes. "Oh, don't look so alarmed, baby brother."
He shook his head.
"Geez, Molly. Your matchmaking powers are not going to work with me," he said with irritation. "Where does she live?"
"Middletown."
He frowned, "Middletown? Where exactly is that?"
"It's a small town to the west. I don't know for sure, I've never been there. She'll give you directions. I'm pretty sure it won't take more than a day to drive there."
"A day's drive! Are you out of your mind? Are there no planes or buses? Maybe a stage coach..."
"She doesn't like planes and there is no direct bus from here." She interrupted him. "Stage couches? Ha, ha, ha! Good one."
"I'm going to waste two days driving your friend there and then getting back here. Probably more if I make a stop to get some sleep."
The bridesmaids looked at him and Molly lowered her voice.
"It's not like you have to get back to work, is it, Bro? You haven't been doing much lately, except stay at home."
"Is she here?" Michael pointed with his chin to the group of bridesmaids.
Molly gave her brother a playful smile.
"She is but I'm not telling you which one of my bridesmaids she is."
Michael looked at the women with renewed interest.
"Molly, you know I love you, but this is too much to ask. Do I need to remind you that I'm already taking care of Emma? How am I supposed to drag our niece into a drive to some backwater town?"
"I already talked with Emma. She'll be thrilled to get out of your apartment for a change. You have no social life at all. Good thing you can work from home, otherwise you would be insane by now."
"The way I live my life is none of your business." Michael protested.
"I'm your sister. Everything about you is my business. Worrying for you come in the job description." she added with soft smile. "Look, I just thought that a nice relaxing drive would be good for you and Emma. Enjoy some country air. It's been a year since Curt and his wife died in that horrible accident..."
"Stop!" Michael snapped. "You know I don't like to talk about it."
He pressed his lips together and grimaced. The wounds of losing his older brother and best friend were still fresh for him. The fact that he had to babysit their teen daughter wasn't helping. It was a continuous reminder of what had happened.
"Fine, I'll do it. I'll drive your friend to Middle-Of-Nowhere-Town. Happy?"
Molly gave her younger brother a big smile.
"Thank you, baby brother. I knew I could count on you." Molly kissed Michael's cheek. "Now please leave. I have to get ready for the ceremony." She said, pushing him out of the room.
***
The wedding ceremony itself was beautiful.
Michael watched his father walking his sister down the aisle and give her away, then stand there, a picture of fatherly pride and joy. His father's eyes were bright with emotion. His mother got all teary-eyed as Molly and Matt exchanged their vows.
Molly and Matt made a beautiful couple and they were clearly devoted to one another. They were so sweet together that people joked by calling them M&M.
"They seem so happy. They're obviously deeply in love." Michael heard his niece Emma whisper. He merely grunted and hoped the ceremony wouldn't be long.
Fortunately, the minister wasn't long-winded.
After the ceremony, they had a nice wedding dinner not far from the church where family members and close friends ate together, danced and hung out. Since her brother's death had been just a year ago, Molly and Matt had opted for a very simple event. It was a bittersweet moment and everyone did their best not to mention the elephant in the room.
Molly and her father had the first dance and then he reluctantly handed her over to Michael. Finally Matt cut in to claim Molly so they could dance their first dance as husband and wife.
Michael looked at the happy couple as they waltzed around the dance floor. They both glowed with joy. Sharing this moment with them had woken up some feelings he had fought to send to the back of his mind. However, it was hard not to yearn for that kind of connection and happiness too.
CHAPTER 2
Sabrina descended the stairs raising the long skirt of her bridesmaid's gown a little higher with one hand, and carefully holding the handrail with the other.
The last thing she wanted was to slip on the rain-wet steps. She was not used to walking in high-heels.
It was raining like there'd be no tomorrow. Molly had told Sabrina that her brother Michael and her niece would be waiting for her at the entrance.
"In some cultures, rain on your wedding day is considered good luck, symbolizing fertility and cleansing," a female voice told her.
Sabrina glanced at the teen girl standing in the doorway. She was smiling tentatively at her.
"I love fun facts." Sabrina said.
"Hello, you must be Sabrina. I am Emma, Molly's niece."
"That's me. Nice to meet you, Emma. Molly told me about you."
"Nice to meet you too, Sabrina."
"How did you recognize me?"
"My aunt told me look for the most beautiful of the bridesmaids."
"Why thank you, Emma! You do know how to boost my self-esteem."
Emma smiled at Sabrina.
"My uncle went to fetch the car. He'll be here any minute."
"Okay. There is no rush. He's very generous offering to drive a total stranger home."
This time Emma laughed.
"Uncle Michael is grumpy because Aunt Molly made him. He's okay when he's not sulking."
"Molly said you've been staying with him."
"Yeah, I was staying with Aunt Molly, but she didn't need me around during the wedding preparations, and they certainly don't want me around on their honeymoon. My parents died in an accident a year ago."
Sadness etched across her face.
"I know, Sweetie. Molly told me a bit about your parent's accident. I'm truly sorry." Sabrina squeezed Emma's arm gently.
The girl shrugged as if she didn't care. "Thank you. They are passing me from hand to hand as if I were a torch in an Olympic relay. I fit nowhere. I don't have a home of my own anymore."
"Molly loves you with all her heart, Emma. I'm sure your uncle loves you too."
"Uncle Michael and Dad were very close. His death crushed him. Add to that his girlfriend broke up with him around the same time. He has built up a lot of protective walls not to suffer." Emma explained.
Emma was quite mature for her age, which Sabrina believed was her cry for help. She knew it firsthand. Sabrina had heard the story from Molly's lips. She had talked a lot about her brother during the past two days.
The teen broke the uncomfortable silence.
"You should let me take the front seat." She suggested.
"Sure. I used to call shotgun when I was your age." Sabrina said with a smile.
"No, silly. If you sit in the front, Uncle Michael might think you're after him."
"What?" Sabrina shouted.
Emma laughed at her surprised expression.
"Why do you think Aunt Molly asked Uncle Michael to drive you home? She's playing matchmaker."
Sabrina shook her head. She was going to have a long talk with Molly after she returned from her honeymoon.
"Listen, Emma. I don't mind sitting in the back, but I assure you I have no intention to date your uncle or any other man for now."
Emma nodded as if she was expecting that reaction from her.
"And you should sit right behind him, not behind the passenger seat," Emma went on.
"Why?" Sabrina asked out of curiosity.
"That way, every time he looks in the rearview mirror, he'll see you," she pointed out.
Sabrina peered at the young teen with surprise. The kid was smart, she thought, and she seemed determined to hook her up with her uncle.
"There he is," Emma said waving her hand at a blue SUV.
Michael waved back to them from the driver's seat.
Her parked in front of them and opened the doors.
Chuckling, Sabrina slid her arm around the girl and used it to steer her toward the car.
"You can sit in the front if you like," Sabrina said with amusement, steering her that way, and then breaking off to move up the driver's side of the car herself.
"You're sure you don't mind?" Emma asked with feigned concern, pausing beside the passenger door.
"Not at all," Sabrina said dryly and had to bite her lip to keep from laughing when the girl grinned at her out of Michael's view.
Shaking her head, Sabrina opened the back door and slid in behind him.
"Thank you, Sabrina. This is really sweet of you," Emma said as she slid into the front seat. "Isn't she sweet, Uncle?"
Michael's response was to heave a long-suffering sigh as he slammed the door closed.
He met Sabrina's gaze in the rearview mirror.
"Uncle Michael, meet Sabrina."
Michael's eyebrows rose at the name. It was one he had heard a lot from Molly since the wedding rehearsal.
"Sabrina, he's my Uncle Michael. He is okay, even when he acts like Grouchy Smurf."
"Nice to meet you, Michael." Sabrina greeted politely.
"Same," grunted the man from behind the steering wheel. "You'll have to give me directions. I have no idea where Middletown is."
"Take the I-80 West and I'll guide you from there." Sabrina indicated.
He acknowledged her words with another grunt.
They drove in silence for a few blocks. "This is going to be a very long trip," Sabrina thought.
She started some small talk with Emma. They chatted mainly about the wedding.
"Do you speak at all, Michael?" Sabrina asked him.
He turned an arched eyebrow in her direction. "Why bother? You and my niece are doing well enough on your own."
"So, rude, not mute," Sabrina thought. Molly had probably told him about her plan and he was sulking. Sabrina decided to test her theory.
"Obviously, all those tales Molly told me about her charming brother were something of an exaggeration."
"She told you about me?" Michael asked in an alarmed voice.
"He speaks!" Sabrina mocked.
"Of course, I speak, but I only do it when necessary."
"Dear God, he speaks again," she laughed and Emma joined her. "Be still my beating heart. I don't know if I'll survive the excitement."
They drove in silence again for a few miles till they entered the interstate and drove west.
Emma, who had been playing Candy Crush in her phone, raised her head and asked, "Uncle, did you remember to move our suitcases from auntie's car to yours? Auntie told me she told you to do so." Emma asked.
Michael hit the steering wheel with both hands.
"Shit! I completely forgot!"
Molly had actually told Michael about it, but he had completely forgotten.
"I'll take the next exit and go back." Michael didn't want to drive back, but he didn't see any other solution. He had his own suitcase in the trunk, but Sabrina and Emma didn't have any other clothes than the ones they were wearing.
"There's no need. I have my purse with me, which means I have my phone, my credit cards and some pocket money. I'll be okay. We can buy some clothes at a Wal-mart if needed. You don't need to drive back all that way only to start again."
"I'm truly sorry. I was in a hurry to leave. It was raining hard and..." he lifted his hands in surrender and sighed.
"You were sulking." Emma completed the sentence for him.
"Yeah, that too." Michael admitted in defeat.
Sabrina placed her hand on Michael's shoulder and squeezed it gently.
"People make mistakes, Michael. I'll text Molly and let her know our suitcases are still in her trunk. She can ask someone to send them home. Please, keep driving Michael. I already feel bad enough for putting you in this situation. We'll go shopping tomorrow."
"Tomorrow?" Michael frowned.
"I suppose you're not planning to drive all the way to Middletown without resting. It can be dangerous. There is a nice hotel in the next town 80 miles ahead. I'm tired and you must be tired too."
Emma pouted.
"Aunt Molly told me there is a lake and a beach in Middletown. I can't go swimming or play in this wedding gown!" she crossed her arms.
"My sister Maggie is about the same size as you. I'm sure she'll be happy to lend you some clothes, Emma." Sabrina said, calming her concerns.
"Really? She wouldn't mind?"
"Not at all. Maggie's really cool. She'll be thrilled to have a friend to play with."
"That would be great. I haven't made any new friends since I moved in with Aunt Molly. Now she's gotten married and she'll want to start a family of her own. She won't need me anymore. So I'm stuck with Grouchy Smurf."
She stuck her tongue out at her uncle. Michael shook his head, twisting his mouth. He felt bad. He didn't realize he had been so difficult to live with.
"Molly loves you, Emma. You'll be part of their family too when she comes back from her honeymoon." Michael assured her.
"I know Aunt Molly loves me, but she's kind of wrapped up in Matt right now. Sometimes it feels like I lost her too." Emma said letting out a long sigh.
"She will always love you and need you in her life, Emma. She was busy with the wedding, the honeymoon and all, but it's just temporary." Sabrina added with a smile.
Michael frowned. Emma's situation was rather difficult. She knew Molly was doing her best, but now that she was starting her own family and he didn't doubt his sister would have trouble fulfilling Emma's need for attention.
He cleared his throat, and said, "You have me, Emma. I might be grumpy and moody, but I'm family too. I'm single and not planning to get married in the near future."
"Much to Molly's dismay," he thought.
"Thank you, Uncle. You're actually cool when you're not brooding."
"What do you do for a living, Michael?" Sabrina asked.
"I'm a writer."
"Come on, Uncle Michael! Tell her!" Emma's voice was full of excitement.
"Tell me what?" Sabrina asked looking from Emma to Michael.
"He writes the 'Werewolf Vigilante' novels. Have you heard of them? He's famous!"
Sabrina's eyes were filled with surprise.
"Oh my God! Of course, I've heard of them! My sister Maggie loves them!" Sabrina looked at Michael, "Are you H.W.L. Moon?"
Michael twisted his mouth and wriggled unconformably in his seat.
"That's my pen name so I don't get crazies at the door." Michael looked embarrassed. "They are just teen fantasy books. Not exactly The Booker Prize material."
"Well, you get teens to read. Maggie is really hooked on them. You should be proud of yourself." Sabrina expressed sincerely.
"I'm proud of you, Uncle, even when I can't tell anyone you are famous." Emma added.
Sabrina could tell Michael was uncomfortable with all the attention he was getting.
"He was in a book-signing tour before the wedding," Emma said to Sabrina.
"Worse three weeks of my life." He muttered. "I have no idea why I let my editor talk me into doing it."
"And Grouchy Smurf is back!" Emma joked.
Both girls laughed.
"What do you do for a living, Sabrina?" Michael asked in a not very subtle effort to change subject.
"I'm what we call a big animal vet."
"Wow! Do you work with elephants and giraffes?" Emma's eyes opened big.
Sabrina just laughed.
"I get that question a lot. I actually work with livestock. My patients include cattle, sheep, pigs and horses. My clinic in Middletown also sees small animals like cats and dogs."
"So you treat them when they get sick."
"I do, but my main job is keeping those creatures healthy to ensure the resulting meat and milk is safe for people to consume."
"That's so cool, isn't it, Uncle?"
"Yes, Emma. Very cool." He looked at Sabrina through the rear mirror. "I thought you were an obstetrician not a vet. Molly said something about helping Betsie giving birth."
Sabrina laughed her head off.
"Betsie is a cow." She finally explained.
They all laughed hard.
"Most cows need little assistance with delivery. However, birth complications are more likely with first-time heifers." She explained.
"We're reaching to the next exit, Sabrina," Michael said.
"Great. Take it and I'll give you direction to reach a nice hotel I know."
"What is the plan, Aunt Sabrina?" Emma asked.
"The plan," Sabrina said quietly, because she didn't miss the fact that somehow she had become part of the family, "Is to get out of this car, check into a hotel, shower and get some sleep.
"Yay!" Emma squealed happily and did a little dance on her seat.
"Sounds good to me," Michael approved.
CHAPTER 3
"There it is," exclaimed Sabrina pointing at the bright neon sign.
Michael parked the SUV in the small rig parking area next to the motel. It was still raining hard and they all rushed to the entrance, but a passing car splashed water and mud on them. Sabrina tripped backwards and fell onto Michael who dragged Emma with him. They all landed in a puddle.
Michael stood up quickly, hooked his hands under Emma's arms and hefted her quickly to her feet. Then he did the same with Sabrina. He waited to be sure she had her footing, then let his hands drop and took a quick step away from her.
"Thank you," she muttered, the sound a sort of breathless growl as she got her feet under her. "I hate high-heels."
Michael was about to offer to sacrifice his suit jacket for her to wipe her hands on when she managed to find a small patch on the front of her skirt that had escaped the soaking.



She nearly lost her balance again, and Michael immediately reached to steady her, but she waved him off and managed to keep upright on her own.
She suddenly bent, grabbed up the hem of her dress, found one side seam and began to rip it apart. She split it all the way up, well past her knees, then quickly tore sideways, ripping away the bottom three-quarters of the skirt all the way around. Once finished, she was wearing a dress that only covered her to mid-thigh.
"It was ruined anyway." She straightened and tossed the detached material in a trash can. She then added wryly, "It's a bit short but I can move more easily."
"Yes," Michael agreed absently. The skirt now started where the tops of her stocking seams ended. The stockings themselves were caramel net and covered what appeared to him at that moment to be nearly a mile of leg.
"The woman is all legs," he thought. And fine legs they were too, muscular, but still slender and feminine, tapering down to tiny little ankles.
"I guess we should get moving." Sabrina said.
"Yes, I guess," he agreed quietly.
An old bottle blond clerk stood at the desk.
"We want a suite, please." Michael said, placing his credit card on the desk.
The woman began to tap on her keyboard, took two keycards out of a drawer full of them, ran them through a machine, tucked them in a small cardboard holder, and scribbled a room number on it before handing it to Michael, all without lifting her eyes from the keyboard.
Michael took them and turned to lead the way to the elevators,
The suite was two normal hotel rooms connected by a living/dining area, with a dining table and chairs at one end and a couch, chair, and television at the other. It wasn't very grand, but then the hotel wasn't exactly one of the grand ones either.
"It will do for our needs," Michael decided as he glanced over their accommodations.
"I get this room," Emma announced peering into the bedroom on the right. She then turned and arched an eyebrow as she asked, "Which one of you gets the other and which one takes the couch?"
"Nice try, smarty pants." Michael joked, tossing the packet of room keys on the dining table. "You and Sabrina get that room. I get the other."
"No way. I'm not sleeping with her," Emma protested at once. "She probably snores."
Sabrina laughed. "It won't be so bad. I can braid your hair and we can exchange gossip."
"Okay. I'm taking a bath. A long one. You should too, you both stink."
On that charming note, she stomped into the bathroom of the room she was to share with Sabrina and closed the door behind her.
Michael shook his head, then looked at Sabrina and suggested, "You can use my bathroom."
"Thank you."
"You're very patient with her." He said.
"I'm a patient woman. I used to be a lot like her," Sabrina grinned, and Michael found himself relaxing completely and grinning back.
"I know it's none of my business, but I think you should talk to Emma."
"Talk to her?" Michael asked with dismay. "What about?"
"About what she's been through," she said quietly. "Other than your sister, you can probably help her more than anyone."
"Me?" Michael squeaked with disbelief. "What makes you think I can?"
"Because you lost a brother and a sister-in-law" she said quietly. "Of anyone, you should understand at least part of what she's going through."
Michael felt himself closing up. It was as if something was squeezing tight around him. The death of his brother was a subject he never allowed himself to think of.
"She can never see her parents again. She can never enjoy their love and support again." she pointed out quietly.
"She has Molly and me," Michael insisted grimly.
"Were you paying attention to what she said in the car? Now that Molly got married she's terrified she is going to be dumped. She feels alone in the world," Sabrina explained to him, then added quietly, "Talk to her. She's as alone and lonely as you are."
Michael simply looked at Sabrina while a small storm of emotion rolled through him. Alone and lonely? Where the hell had she gotten that idea?
"You can take a bath in my room. Take as long as you want. I'm going to go out and see if I can scrounge up some clothes for you and Emma." He tried to sound calm without succeeding. He needed to go out and settle himself.
Sabrina bit her lip as she watched him walk to the door, suddenly worried about his being on his own in a strange city at night. That surprised her. When did she start to care for him?
"Don't you want to at least shower or something first?"
"And go back into the rain freshly showered with new clothes just to get all wet again?" Michael asked dryly, pausing at the door. He glanced back at her and smiled. "Take a shower. I'll try to get you something dry and clean to wear"
Sabrina entered the bathroom and quickly stripped off her ruined clothes. Sighing, she turned on the shower and stepped under the hot spray. She turned under the showerhead, rinsing away the worst of the mud and dirt, and then grabbed the hotel soap, her mind on what she could possibly say to Emma to help her through this.
Unfortunately, there wasn't anything anyone could really say to make it better for her. No one could ever replace the family she had lost. Christmas or weddings, or any other holidays would always remind her of her own lack of family. She'd felt like that before Paul, her adoptive father, entered her life. He had married her mother and adopted her. She loved her dad deeply.
Maybe she could let her know she understood what she was going through and perhaps take her under her wing as her dad had done with her.
She stepped out from under the shower and wrapped herself in a towel thinking she should text her parents and let them know she was okay.
CHAPTER 4
Michael returned from his hunt with several bags in his hands. One held sandwiches, chips, and various soft drinks, the others held tourist wear. There were T-shirts, tank tops, yoga pants, joggers and casual sport jackets, all in various sizes.
It wasn't ideal, but they were better than the clothes Emma and Sabrina were wearing and he hoped the girls would agree.
While shopping, Michael had been thinking about what Sabrina had suggested. She was right, even if he didn't want to admit it. The problem was he wasn't sure he was any good at that kind of thing. He didn't have a lot of practice.
He hadn't really opened himself up to anyone since the deaths of his brother and his sister-in-law. When his editor suggested he should talk with a shrink he almost chewed her head off.
Sabrina could do a better job than him talking with his niece. The woman was like some irresistible force. Michael just didn't like to care about people; it meant pain should you ever lose them.
What could he possibly say to help Emma? The girl had been sad, angry, resentful and hurting and still probably was.
She had never really healed from her loss but simply refused to acknowledge it. They were really similar in that. Thing was, he didn't have a clue how he was supposed to draw his niece out and help her.
Sabrina was giving him way too much credit in thinking he could.
"Ooh, is that food I smell?"
Emma hurried to his side. Much to his surprise, she was wrapped in a hotel robe. Few hotels had robes in the rooms anymore.
"I called down to the desk for the robe. Most hotels have them to purchase. They'll put it on the room bill," Emma explained absently as she began plucking at the bags he held.
"What is this? You found clothes too? You're the man, Uncle."
"I found a twenty-four-hour market. It's amazing what they carry in those places," he murmured. She started poking through the contents. While she'd at first been interested in the food, she now ignored that bag and began dumping out the contents of the others to sort through them.
"Nice." Emma held up a black T-shirt reading the quote 'I'm not short. I'm concentrated awesome' across the breasts. "Where is Sabrina?"
"My bathroom," Michael guessed, and she quickly headed in that direction. "Be careful, she might have just come out of the shower."
But he was too late. By the time he even started the warning Emma had already passed through his room, and burst into the bathroom. He winced and looked away as he heard Sabrina's squawk, curse, and ask something about the girl having any boundaries.
"Sorry." Emma's voice sounded deflated, and there was misery on her face as she turned toward the door, muttering, "I used to talk to my mom all the time while she was in the bathroom. I guess I wasn't thinking."
Emma shifted to leave the room. Sabrina was now biting her lip, regret on her face. "So did I."
Emma paused and turned back uncertainly to ask, "Really?"
"Yes, she is a great mom. I'll tell you about her while I try to dry my hair."
Both girls started talking and Emma closed the room's door.
Not wanting to get caught eyeing the door, Michael busied himself emptying his pockets in preparation for stripping to take his own bath.
He retrieved some clothes from his traveling bag and also took a black tank top, a medium-sized T-shirt, and the medium-sized pants for Sabrina and some clothes for Emma.
Michael knocked on the room door and he heard Emma's voice inviting, "Come on in."
He was leaving the clothes on the bed when the bathroom door opened and Sabrina appeared, wrapped in a towel. The sight brought him to a dead halt. It wasn't that she wasn't covered at all the important points, but he couldn't help but be aware that she was completely naked beneath the towel.
She paused on spotting him.
Michael couldn't seem to drag his eyes away from their inventory of the naked flesh visible above and below the towel, but did manage to murmur, "I'm sorry. I brought you some clothes."
"You found clothes?" Sabrina expression brightened.
He completely understood her happiness. He'd been pretty thrilled himself when he had spotted the clothes in the store.
"I guessed you were a medium, but wasn't sure which you'd prefer. I thought probably the tank top, but it is cold, so..."
"Cold doesn't bother me, anyway," Sabrina assured him, choosing the tank top as he had hoped.
Her words made him wish he had brought the short shorts as well. She probably wouldn't have worn them, but he could fantasize. He wasn't at all surprised to see his pants tenting outward. He tried to cover himself.
"These are great," Sabrina said happily as she took the yoga pants as well. "They cover more than a towel."
"Yeah, that's what I thought," he admitted, his eyes dropping to run over the back of her legs as she spun away and headed for her own room. He supposed it had been too much to hope that the towel might slip or something.
Emma took her clothes from the bed, stopped at Michael's side and commented in a low voice, "Your eyes are about to pop out of your head, Uncle."
She winked at him and raising her voice added, "You can shower now if you want. A cold one," she added, then slipped through the door and out of sight.
Michael shook his head as the door closed behind them.
*****
Michael had finished his shower, dressed, and was now toweling his hair when Emma knocked on his door.
She smiled at him and she sat on a bed, eating a sandwich.
"Sabrina was changing and I gave her some privacy." She explained.
Michael nodded.
"Does it ever get better, Uncle?"
"What?" Michael asked with distraction.
"The pain of losing them?" Emma said quietly. "It hurts so much sometimes..."
Michael stopped rubbing the towel on his hair and sat beside his niece. There was real agony on her face, which made panic well up inside Michael. He wasn't good with emotional stuff. In fact, he generally avoided situations that involved it like the plague. However, Emma was hurting, and there was no one else there to help her. He swallowed thickly, stared at her briefly and then opened his arms and wrapped them around his niece.
Clearing his throat, he said, "It does hurt. It hurt me especially on Christmas. That's when I missed Curt more. He used to dress as Santa when I was a kid." He made a pause. His heart aching with longing.
"They say time heals everything. Well, it hasn't healed me yet, at least not completely. It eased the pain a bit, made it easier to bear."
Emma swallowed and nodded solemnly. "Do you miss him?"
Michael felt his throat close up and nodded. He grimly swallowed away the lump.
"Every day," he said quietly. "It was difficult for me to carry on after Curt's death. We were really close as you know. My editor told me that holding onto the pain and not letting it go is like picking scabs off and not letting the wounds heal. It leaves a sore that's likely to become infected. I didn't get what she meant at that time, but I do now. Living like a hermit in my apartment didn't help. Repressing my pain only made it worse. This trip is really helping me, but don't tell Aunt Molly." He smiled at his niece.
"I won't." Emma assured him. "You know..."
"What?"
"You remind me too much of him."
"Really?"
Emma nodded.
"Yes, really. The way you smile and grin. The way you talk and move. Even the way you wake me up when I oversleep is just like him. When I'm with you I feel that a part of Dad is still with me."
"I feel kind of honored, you know? To be compared with someone like my older brother. He was my hero."
The two spoke softly and smiled warmly at each other.
"I love you, Uncle Michael."
"I love you too, Emma." Michael squeezed Emma really tight. "You're my favorite niece."
Emma pushed him away and slapped his chest playfully. "I'm your only niece!"
They both laughed.
"Uncle?"
"Mhm?"
"Can I live with you instead of Auntie?"
"Really?"
"Yes, really. Aunt Molly is married now. It will be painful to be around them."
"We'll see," Michael murmured, unwilling to make a promise unless he was sure she could keep it. "I have to talk with Aunt Molly about it first."
"Fair enough. Thank you, Uncle." She wrapped her arms around his neck and gave him a tight hug.
"You should go back to your room and try to get some sleep. I want to head out as early as we can in the morning." he said kissing her cheek.
Emma nodded.
"Good night, Uncle." She kissed his cheek back, lingering there. "Thank you for the talk."
"Good night, Sweetie. I'm here for you any time you need me."

CHAPTER 5
Michael stepped through Wal-Mart's sliding doors, and then paused as Emma sped past him to pull a cart from a small collection of them waiting directly ahead.
They have travelled a bit more than 300 miles in the morning. Emma had asked to make a stop to buy some clothes and have lunch.
Shifting uncomfortably, he glanced around, his gaze barely touching on Sabrina before it slipped away. "I can probably find something to entertain myself with in the books department if you girls would rather shop without me trailing you around."
"Oh, no," Emma protested. "It won't be as much fun without you, Uncle Michael. Besides, a guy's opinion is always vital when it comes to fashion."
"Vital, huh?" he said with a faint smile.
"Very vital. No woman can tell another woman what looks best on her, only a man can," she assured him. "And Sabrina and I want to look our best in case we run into some hunky guys when she takes me to lunch."
"Hunky guys?" he asked with a frown. "You're too young to date."
Sabrina shook her head and laughed, playing along with Emma's schemes again.
"I promised Emma we'd go to lunch after shopping, but that was when we were going by ourselves. I suppose that's out now," she added.
"I'll take you both to lunch," Michael said quickly.
"Really?" Emma brightened at once. Beaming happily, she gave him a hug. "Thank you, Uncle. You're the best. Here, you can push the cart while Sabrina and I throw clothes in. It will give you something to do. Come on, Sabrina. I need lots of clothes."
"Hmm," Michael muttered, taking her place at the cart when she danced out in front of it to lead the way. He had the distinct impression he'd been played here, an impression that only solidified when Sabrina chuckled "sucker" in a soft voice as she followed Emma into the aisles.
Michael shook his head and followed the pair, sighing when he realized his eyes had seemed to fasten on Sabrina's ass and appeared unwilling to leave it. The yoga pants she was wearing weren't helping. Her ass was practically begging for his attention.
Sighing, Michael forced his eyes from Sabrina's behind with some effort as she paused to examine some item of clothing they had approached.
"What do you think, Uncle Michael?"
Blinking, he shifted his attention to Emma and raised an eyebrow uncertainly. "What do I think of what?"
"Of these," Emma said with a laugh, and held a pair of panties in front of Sabrina's groin. They were red silk with black lace trimming. "Do you think men would find her attractive in these? There's a matching bra too." She held that up in front of Sabrina's breasts next and peered at the effect with a tilted head.
"I think they're gorgeous, but Sabrina says the material of the bra is too flimsy and her nipples would show through when it's cold. Do men mind nipple bumps?"
"I..." Michael stared, his mind suddenly in hiatus as he imagined Sabrina in the outfit, her nipples erect and pressing the material outward. "...don't..."
"See? He said 'I don't.' I told you men don't mind nipple bumps," Emma said with a smile, and tossed the bra and panties into the cart.
"Brat," Sabrina shook her head, laughing.
Michael stared helplessly at the scraps of material and shook his head. He hadn't meant he didn't mind nipple bumps. He wasn't sure what he had meant. Emma was... well, he didn't know what to think about what his niece was doing.
She appeared to have really come out of her shell with Sabrina's arrival on the scene and was being rather precocious. He didn't think she had a clue how her suggestions and words were affecting him, though.
Sabrina appeared unconcerned, completely oblivious of his presence, her expression serene as Emma held up a black and red bra in front of her.
"You're so lucky to have the body to wear this stuff."
Emma was sighing as he tuned in to what she was saying.
"You have nice breasts. They're full and round, just like those girls in the movies. I hope I have breasts like yours when I finish growing."
Sabrina laughed with open disbelief.
"With a figure like yours I could get a nice man like Uncle Michael, following me around with his tongue hanging out."
"I'm not following her with my tongue hanging out," protested Michael embarrassed by her words.
He forced his eyes and ears away from the pair as his mind again filled with the image of Sabrina's full, round breasts in the silky lace. Was this how females talked when alone together?
Sabrina was blushing too, pleased at the thought that Michael might find her attractive.
Michael was more than relieved when he heard Sabrina said, "Okay, Emma. Enough lingerie, let's go to check some actual clothes."
At least he was until Emma insisted Sabrina tried on a slinky little black dress and model it for them.
The dress was nothing special... until Sabrina put it on. It looked to him as if Emma had given her the wrong size.
"Perfect," Emma pronounced, jolting him out of his stupor.
He peered from Sabrina to Emma with disbelief. "Surely it's the right size?"
"Actually, it's just my size," Sabrina said, peering at herself in the mirror. "Do I look fat?"
"No! You look great. But it's..." He paused, mouth open when she turned her back to him. Michael closed his eyes and just managed not to whimper.
"It's cute, just not my style. I think I'll be more comfy wearing jeans, Emma. We should probably get you some sneakers too," Sabrina announced as she slipped back into the dressing room to return wearing her tank top and yoga pants.



Sabrina chose some jeans, tank tops and sneakers for herself. Emma chose some clothes for herself including a bathing suit.
This was an experience he felt sure he would never forget... and definitely never repeat, he thought grimly. Women were crazy.
Michael was pushing the cart after them. Sabrina and Emma had their heads together, and there seemed to be an awful lot of giggling and laughing mixed in with their quiet talking. He was dying to know what they were saying, but couldn't have heard had he tried, with all the noise around.
He approached Sabrina and said, "I'll pay for your clothes, Sabrina. After all, it's my fault that you have to buy new ones."
"You don't have to do that, Michael."
"I know, but I want to. Please, I'll feel better if you let me do it."
"Uncle Michael is mad rich," Emma told her with amusement. "Let him pay, He will feel better."
"Okay, if you insist. You're very kind, Michael."
"It's the least I can do."
Emma walked several steps ahead of them, giving them some privacy.
"I have to admit traveling with you has been fun. I'm having more fun than I've had for a long time. It has been great for Emma too. You're good for her," Michael confessed.
"She's a really sweet kid," Sabrina laughed, and said, "Well, except for the part about being determined that I should wear sexy lingerie."
Michael laughed with her.
"I guess she was trying to catch my attention. She has been living with me for the last few weeks. She saw how lonely my life has been, just work and grieving. I think she's determined to hook me up with someone."
"How do you feel about it?"
"Not as reluctant as I was before yesterday."
She bit her lip, and blushed. "Good to know."
Michael stared after her, stunned she wasn't averse to the idea.
When they reached the food court, Emma waved at them and they all sat at a table and checked out the menu.
"What are you going to order?" Emma asked Sabrina.
"A cheeseburger, French fries and Coke." Sabrina decided, closing her menu.
"Hmm. I guess I'll get the same," Emma said.
"I'll have the same too." Michael stood up to get them.
He came back carrying a tray some minutes later, and they turned their attention to the burgers and fries placed in front of them. The food smelled surprisingly delicious.
"Aren't you going to finish your fries?" Emma asked. Seeing the way the teenager was greedily eyeing her plate, Sabrina grinned and pushed it toward her, saying, "Go ahead. I'm done. They are not good for my hips."
Emma immediately fell on the remaining fries.
Sabrina watched enviously as the girl gobbled them, almost sorry she'd given them up.
Her gaze slid to Michael. He smiled at her with a mouth full of burger.
Emma glanced to her uncle and pointed a fry at him as she spoke. ""You two should go out together. You definitely need to have some fun, Uncle."
"I go out," he assured her defensively.
"No you don't. Signing books doesn't count."
Michael looked back at her niece not knowing what to say.
"Seriously. Aunt Molly says you haven't had a date in ages."
Sabrina bit her lip, knowing what Emma was up to. At this point it was more than obvious than she and Molly had plotted to get Michael and her together.
"I really think it would do you both a lot of good." Emma insisted.
"Thank you, Dr. Phil." Sabrina joked.
"I already feel better," Michael said quietly, and sounded surprised by the realization. "I guess this change in routine and scenario did do me some good. Now eat your food. I want to reach Middletown before it gets dark."
Sabrina stared at Emma, amazement sliding through her. The girl was frighteningly brilliant.
***
"Mmmm, this really is good," Emma murmured, dipping her spoon into her ice cream and scooping out a large mouthful.
"I told you it was." Sabrina shifted around in the front seat and smiled at Emma.
They'd driven five hours and then Michael stopped at a gas station so the girls could go to the bathroom. Sabrina took the chance to call her parents again and let them know she was expecting to arrive home for dinner and that she was bringing guests.
On the way out of town, they also decided to stop for ice cream much to Michael's dismay.
Sabrina settled back in her seat, her gaze sliding to Michael who was concentrating on driving.
"You really should pull over and eat yours before it completely melts, Michael. It will only take a couple minutes. I promise you it'll be the best thing you've ever tasted."
"We're behind schedule. Betsie is counting on you." Michael joked.
When Michael didn't continue, Emma suggested, "Why don't you feed him, Sabrina. That way he doesn't have to stop, but can still enjoy it."
Sabrina's eyes widened. "Oh, I don't think he'll like that."
"Just pretend he's a cranky child you have to feed," Emma said with amusement.
Sabrina glanced down at the melting sundae. It did seem a shame for it to go to waste. It was good ice cream. She hesitated, but they were pulling up to a red light and it wouldn't interfere with his driving, so she scooped up a healthy selection of ice cream and topping and leaned over to offer her spoon to him.
Michael eyed the offering and opened his mouth.
Sabrina moved the spoon between his open lips, watching silently as he closed his mouth around it and the ice cream. He closed his eyes with a long moan that sounded almost sexual.
Sabrina stared wide-eyed as he savored the food, then withdrew the now clean spoon and sank back in her seat uncertainly.
"Told you you'd like it," Emma said with amusement from the backseat.
The light changed and Michael urged the car forward again. Sabrina kept feeding him till he'd eaten the whole thing.
Then her phone rang and she answered without checking the screen, thinking it might be her parents.
"Sabrina? It's John Harding. I'm sorry to bother you. I called your home and your dad told me you were already on your way back."
"Hi, John. It's no problem," she said. "What can I do for you?"
"We're having trouble getting the calf out of Betsie as we expected," he said in his deep voice.
"Okay, John, We're two hours away from your farm more or less. Can you tell what the problem is?"
"The calf is positioned so that it can't be born."
Sabrina frowned.
"I'll be there as soon as I can. I'm going to need several clean towels, sharp scissors, dental floss, iodine tincture, some lube, something to sanitize my hands, a glove and garbage bags. I don't have my medical bag with me."
"No problem, Sabrina. I'll have everything ready when you arrive. Thank you."
Sabrina hung up and looked at Michael who said, "I know, I know. Step on the gas. We have a calf to save. Betsie and her baby are counting on you."
CHAPTER 6Two hours later they arrived at Harding's farm. John was waiting for them. Betsie was laying in a clean and disinfected spot he had prepared in the barn.
"Something's wrong, Sabrina," John explained. "Betsie's in too much pain."
Sabrina removed her watch and rings. Washed the cow's vulva using warm water and mild soap. Then she pulled on a glove and liberally coated it with lube.
"I need to determine in which position the calf is stuck in and how to correct it." She said, then gently worked her hand into the vulva.
Michael and Emma looked at her with amazement.
"No matter how many times I do this, it's still absolutely amazing to feel the calf, curled up inside its mother." She said to no one in particular.
Betsie moved and shook and John did her best to calm her down.
"Easy Betsie, Sabrina is here to help," John Harding murmured.
"Betsie is doing her best to push the calf out. When contractions let up, I have to work quickly to determine which parts of the calf are present in the birth canal." Sabrina explained.
"Normal birth position for a calf is nose and front hooves first. If these are not the first body parts I see protruding, it is time to call Sabrina," farmer John said placing a big hardened hand on Emma's shoulder.
"The calf is in the wrong position," Sabrina announced suddenly, her voice grim.
"Can you turn the baby yourself, Sabrina?" Emma asked with concern.
"I'm going to try to turn the baby manually, but it's risky" Sabrina explained her. "You'll need to hold her still, John."
John nodded.
"What are you waiting for?" Emma asked.
"I have to wait for the contraction to end," Sabrina said helplessly and they all waited. It seemed to go on forever, but finally ended.
She finally eased her hand in to try to turn the calf so it could be born.
"Why can't you do it during the contractions, Sabrina?" Emma asked.
"If a contraction hit Betsie while my hand is inside her... Well... Let's say that the cow's muscles crushing down around my poor hand is not a good thing."
"Be careful, Sabrina." Emma pleaded.
Sabrina winked at Emma and said, "The inside of a cow is extremely fragile and if me or the calf tear her internally, Betsie could die. I'm cupping my hand over the hooves and working carefully."
Emma was squeezing Michael's hand really hard, looking at Sabrina with eyes full of admiration.
"Now I'm going to try to manipulate the calf into a normal birthing position..." Sabrina's forehead was covered with sweat. Her face was scrunched up with concentration. "I think... that should do it," she muttered and leaned back slightly.
After fiddling with it for a while, the front hooves and half of a calf's head appeared from the birth canal. "Good job!" Sabrina shouted. Very soon, the calf's small body emerged. It had just arrived in this world, and could not even stand properly, before it fell to the ground. Betsie started licking the amniotic fluid off its body to help it breathe.
"If it's not cleared away pretty quick, they die." Sabrina explained
"Is it all right?" Emma asked anxiously.
"Yes, it is," Sabrina said taking her glove off.
"I thought the calf was going to die. My heart was breaking." Emma said softly.
"No calf dies if Sabrina is here," John stated with pride, and looking at her he added. "You can wash yourself in the house, dear."
Sabrina nodded and headed to the old house.
"I'll go with you. I need to use the bathroom." Michael said.
"Yes, of course. Sabrina will tell you where it is. I'll stay here with Emma." John offered.
They walked a few steps away from the barn and then Michael said, "What you did back there amazing. You saved two lives."
"The miracle of a new life is always amazing."
"You're officially Emma's new hero." Michael remarked.
Sabrina shrugged, uncomfortable with the statement. "I'm not a hero. I just did my job."
"You're too humble, which is another thing I like about you."
They entered the house using the back door and Sabrina said.
"The bathroom is over there. I'll scrub my hands here in the kitchen."
"I don't really need to use the bathroom. I just wanted to talk to you alone."
"Oh? What about?" Sabrina looked at Michael, curious.
He was fidgeting with his fingers uncomfortable.
"I guess I owe you an apology for my behavior. I was tired and irritable the day I met you and I acted like an ass. I'm truly sorry"
"In my line of work I have to learn to deal with asses," Sabrina said with a mischievous smile. "Apology accepted, but you really were not that bad. Molly put you in an awkward situation. She forced you out of your comfort zone. It was natural you were in a bad mood at first."
"It was more than that. The only person I cared about was me and my pain. I was locked in myself. This trip helped me to see that."
"I think you're too hard on yourself," Sabrina told him quietly. "You're going through a hard time. It's all right not to be all right. You were a bit rude at first, but it doesn't change the fact that you're a good person. You were willing to drive a stranger on a long trip back home. You went out in the pouring rain to get Emma and me some dry and clean clothes to wear. You bought me a new outfit, sexy lingerie included."
Sabrina smiled at Michael making him laugh.
"Most important, you took care of your niece when she needed you, and did your best to make her feel better."
"And failed miserably..."
"I wouldn't say so. She told me about the talk you two had at the hotel. You really helped her."
"I'm glad I did. It's feels good. Thank you for telling me. You were right about her. She is suffering but she's hiding that some place deep inside. I think she doesn't want people to pity her."
"Molly was right about you. You're a good person, Michael. You are kind. You are loving. You are generous."
Michael smiled up at her, but his voice was earnest, "Molly was right about you too: you're really special, Sabrina. You are a beautiful, intelligent, strong and sweet woman. The kind of woman any man could easily fall in love with."
Sabrina blushed deeply, tucking a loose piece of her hair behind her ear.
"I like you Sabrina and I'd like to get to know you better."
"I'd like that too, Michael. Now we should stop throwing flowers at each other and get going. My family is still waiting for us."
CHAPTER 7
The sun was about to set, and the rosy sunset was about to be swallowed by the dark blue of the night.
A sign warning of the approach of the off-ramp that led to Middletown appeared ahead, and Michael stared at it, rather surprised. He hadn't thought that much time had passed since they'd left the farm, but then he supposed he'd been a bit distracted with their conversation.
Sabrina squirmed in her seat in anticipation of seeing her family again.
"That was the first time I've seen the birth of a calf, it was amazing." Emma was too excited to stop talking. "And you were amazing, Sabrina. I think I'd like to be a vet like you when I grow up."
"This was also my first time," Michael added.
"It's not my first, but every time is just as amazing as the first." Sabrina said, then she pointed ahead and said, "Turn left on the next block and park in front of the house with the picket fence."
Michael parked the SUV in front of Sabrina's house. It was easy to recognize it, her whole family were waiting for them on the porch.
"You're finally here, Sis! I missed you!" Maggie announced, rushing forward to clasp Sabrina's hands as she stepped out of the SUV.
"Sorry for being so late. We had an unscheduled stop," Sabrina muttered apologetically. "Betsie had problems giving birth and I had to help her."
"John Harding called to let us know you were on your way. Well, you're here now. That's all that matters," Paul said with a smile.
"Mom, Dad, this is Michael, Molly's brother; and this lovely young lady at his side is Emma, his niece. Michael was kind enough to drive me safely here after the party." Sabrina said introducing them to her family.
Paul extended his hand to Michael and said, "Nice to meet you. I'm Paul, thanks for bringing her home safe."
"Nice to meet you too, Sir. It was my pleasure." Michael shook Paul's big hand. He really meant it.
Just a day ago he was telling Molly that he wasn't interested in having a relationship. He was comfortably numb in his solitude, hiding in his apartment, his books and his routine. He kept his heart safe behind the wall he'd built around it, but now that life seemed so far away. How could Sabrina become so important to him so quickly?
Releasing Sabrina, Maggie moved to clasp Emma's hands, and said, "Hi, Emma! I'm Maggie, Sabrina's sister. You are going to sleep in my room. Dad already installed another bed." She beamed and smiled at the girl.
"They are staying, aren't they?" Maggie turned her head to look at her big sister. She was thrilled to have another girl her own age to chat and play with.
Sabrina pretended to think, "I'm not sure I'll be able to stand Emma much longer. A day of her never ending chatter was enough for me."
"I don't know who you think you're fooling, Sabrina," Emma said with amusement bumping her hip. "I know you like me."
She was right.
"Of course, they are staying, Sis. We made a very long and tiring trip and we all need to eat something and get a long rest. Especially Michael," Sabrina said at once, slipping between Maggie and Emma to put an arm around each female and urge them toward the house, leaving Michael to follow with her parents. "You'll have to lend her some clothes. We forgot our suitcases in Molly's car."
"Your suitcases arrived some hours ago." Mary, Sabrina's mother announced. "Molly's parents sent them."
"Yay!" Emma exclaimed.
"Please sit down. We kept supper warm for you." Mary said as she hurried to the kitchen.
"Thank you, Mary. We don't want to impose..." Michael started to say.
"Nonsense. You're welcome to stay here as long you want. There's plenty of room in the house." Paul said.
Michael followed Sabrina's parents through an open kitchen with a breakfast counter, then into a large dining area with a beautiful fireplace. Sabrina went to her room to wash herself and change clothes.
Dinner was pretty animated, since Emma, Michael and Sabrina related their adventures to the family. They all laughed when they told them how they all fell in a puddle of rainwater.
"It looked like a gag taken from a Three Stooges film," Michael explained making everyone laugh.
Then Sabrina winked at Emma and asked, "Maggie have you finished reading the last "Werewolf Vigilante" book?
Emma put her hands up to her face to hide a smile.
"Yes, I did. 'Claws of Justice' it's awesome."
"Here we go," Mary said rolling her eyes.
"The way Angel made justice for those girls was soooo amazing. Angel is so sweet and dark and funny and sexy that you can't help but love him. I can't wait till the next book is published!" Maggie was moving her arms as she talked, clawing the air like her favorite character.
"Angel is the name of the main character, the werewolf vigilante" Mary explained leaning towards Michael.
Sabrina rolled her eyes. "He knows, mother." Then turning to his sister she asked her. "Could you fetch the book, Maggie?"
Maggie rushed to her room and returned with the book in record time. She looked at Sabrina waiting for further instructions.
"Look at the back cover, Sis."
Maggie turned the book, looked at the cover and then looked back at Sabrina.
"What am I supposed to look for?"
"Take a look at Mr. Moon's picture," Sabrina added with a smile.
There was a small black and white portrait of Michael, the kind of pictures where shadows cover half the person's face.
Maggie looked at the picture for a while frowning, "Okay, I'm looking at the picture of Mr. Moon, now what?"
Sabrina took the book out of her sister's hands and placed it over one side of Michael's face. "See any resemblance?"
Maggie's eyes went huge with realization.
"You... are... H.W.L. MOON!" she finished with a shriek of excitement.
"You're busted, Uncle." Emma laughed.
Michael stiffened at Maggie's emotion. "Err... yes. I guess I am. Ta da!" He shot a glance at Sabrina shaking his head.
"OH MY GOD! I can't believe it! I'm having dinner with H.W.L Moon!" Maggie's face was flushing with excitement. "I loved 'Born to Claw' one and two. They are amazing! YOU are amazing!"
Maggie was out of herself while Michael sat there in obvious discomfort.
"Manners, Maggie. You shouldn't shout," Mary corrected her daughter gently. "Besides I think Mr. Moon doesn't appreciate fans screaming at him."
"Actually it's Blakesley. It stands for the name of a town in Northamptonshire, itself meaning 'Blæcwulf's meadow' in Old English. That's where I got the idea of the werewolf. Moon is my pen name. But please call me Michael."
The rest of dinner was a Q&A session. Maggie was asking most of them at first, but Emma, Sabrina and Mary joined her. Even Paul asked a couple of questions too.



By the end of the dinner they all knew a lot more about Michael and his books.
Michael looked at them all. They looked like a big, happy family; like millions of other families in the world, chattering and smiling over their dinner. He found himself wanting this.
***
After dinner, Paul finally convinced the girls to go to bed. Maggie was eager to show Emma her room. Sabrina and Mary followed them.
"I'm so happy to have a roommate, Emma. I want to know everything about your uncle," Maggie was out of herself with excitement.
"Maggie... It's not nice prying into other people's lives," Mary said in a special menacing tone of voice Maggie knew very well.
The girl pouted.
"I'm sorry, Mom."
"Talking about sleeping arrangements. Where are you and Michael going to sleep?" Mary's asked her daughter.
"Me and Michael? Mother! We're not a couple. He'll be staying in the guest room, of course." Sabrina corrected her, quickly blushing.
"You could have fooled me, baby," Mary pointed out gently. "The way you look at him, the way you blush every time he looks you straight in the eyes, the way you smile every time he compliments you... Are you sure you are not in love with him?"
"I told you your feelings were written all over your face," Emma said with vindication.
Sabrina merely closed her eyes and wished she was dead.
"You're really special, Sabrina, my uncle was dead inside since he lost his brother." Emma sighed unhappily, and gulped hard. "And I was too since I lost my mom and dad. You changed both of us in just one day."
Silence filled the room for a moment, then Sabrina hugged Emma tightly against her chest.
"Okay, time to sleep." Mary ordered wiping a tear from the corner of her eye.
Mary tucked Maggie and Sabrina tucked Emma. They both promised there would be no more talk till the next day.
Sabrina followed her mother to the kitchen to help her with the dishes.
"What are you going to do about your feelings?" Mary asked finally, once they were alone.
Sabrina had no idea. She only knew that the longer she spent with Michael, the more she liked him. She wanted to lay her head on his shoulder and melt into him. She wanted to feel his hands move over her body. She wanted...
***
"Would you like to sit on the porch and have something to drink?" Paul asked, as soon as the women disappeared upstairs.
Michael nodded.
"Thank you, that would be nice."
"Beer or coffee?" Paul asked, moving around the counter toward the kitchen half of the room. When Michael hesitated, Paul added, "I'm going to have a beer myself."
"A beer it is then," Michael murmured.
They sat on the porch, watching the stars. The sound of night crickets, calling birds and creaking bugs filled the silence for a while.
"You like my daughter," Paul said cutting straight to the chase.
Michael thought about denying it or giving a diplomatic answer, polite but vague. However he decided to be honest and nodded slowly. "I do like her, Paul."
"She's an amazing girl," Paul said with pride.
"That she is."
Paul tilted his head. "I sense there is a 'but'."
Michael sighed deeply.
"I lost my older brother and my sister-in-law in a car accident a year ago. They were Emma's parents."
"I'm truly sorry to hear that. You have my condolences."
"Thank you. My girlfriend left me around that time. I don't blame her; I didn't handle the whole situation well. Since then I've been a recluse in my own apartment. I don't have a life except for my work. I closed myself off from sharing feelings and emotions unless it was absolutely necessarily. I stayed safely wrapped inside myself. I'm not sure I'm ready to fall in love again." Michael continued.
Paul nodded. "Been there. Well, not exactly the same situation, but I have a pretty good idea of how you're feeling."
Then he proceeded to tell Michael about his cheating wife and his first daughter deserting him. He told him about his state of mind when he arrived in Middletown, the way he met Mary and Sabrina and how he finally opened up to love again.
"It was the best decision I could make, Michael. It's amazing when someone comes into your life and you expect nothing out of it, but suddenly there right in front of you is everything you need."
Michael found himself moving his head up and down slowly.
"I don't want to walk away from what I could have with Sabrina just to be sure I never suffer the pain of a possible loss again."
"Something that may never happen," Paul reminded Michael.
"That's true." Michael admitted. "It's amazing."
"What?" Paul asked sipping his beer.
"How everything can change so swiftly."
Paul nodded in agreement. "Life can change so fast, so unexpectedly. You don't' even realize how fast things can go from what seems good to bad. Everything can change for the better too. Never doubt the power of sudden blessings."
"You're right, Paul. Thank you."
"I can see how much my daughter likes you. Don't let your fears prevent you from accepting the happiness you and Sabrina could have."
"I won't," Michael murmured, and knew it was true. He just couldn't resist the pull of his attraction for Sabrina. Accepting the bottle Paul held out, he murmured, "Thanks for the advice. You're a great guy, Paul."
"You are not bad yourself. Sabrina could have done a lot worse." Paul smiled at Michael and clinked his bottle with Michael's. "You and Emma can stay here as long as you want. I'm sure both of my girls will be thrilled with that, though for different reasons."
CHAPTER 8
The next day Michael woke up late. He did his morning routine and climbed down the stairs.
Emma and Maggie were laughing and giggling, sitting on the kitchen counter. They were braiding Sabrina's hair into long pigtails.
"What do you think, Uncle? Doesn't she look beautiful?" Emma asked Michael.
Sabrina glanced over her shoulder with surprise. Her own eyes widened as she saw Michael standing at the foot of the stairs.
"I think Sabrina always looks beautiful," Michael said solemnly. "But I like this country girl style. It suits her."
Maggie beamed at Michael, and said, "I knew you were an intelligent man the moment I knew you wrote the 'Werewolf Vigilante books'."
Much to Sabrina's amazement, he actually blushed at the compliment, which just seemed to please Maggie more.
"What made you decide to be a writer?" Maggie asked. She was a bottomless pit of questions.
"I remembered back when I was a kid, I was so obsessed with wanting to create characters of my own. I even had imaginary friends at the time. I guess I really do have a big imagination and a creative mind." he explained and then shrugged.
"So, still a child at heart?" Sabrina suggested.
"I'm grown up, but that child is still there," he acknowledged, then tilted his head and asked, "What made you decide to be a vet?"
"I think every girl wants to be a vet and take care of sick and injured animals when she's little. I just never grew out of it. Plus there are a lot of farms around here. I knew I'd never lack work."
"Why did you choose to write about a vigilante?" Maggie asked again.
"That's a tricky question with a rather complicated answer. I think vigilantism is justified when the government fails to enforce the law. The vigilante acts to punish some criminals because the law couldn't punish them. He brings some kind of justice to the victims. He only kills in self-defense, but I admit it's a very grey area," Michael explained with a serious expression on his face.
Chuckling softly, Sabrina said, "We are giving Michael a break now. He answered enough questions last night."
She caught Maggie and Emma each by an arm and began to usher them out of the living room. "It's a sunny day outside. Maggie, why don't you take Emma to 'The Jammed'? I'm sure Tony will love to meet Emma."
"Who's Tony?" asked Emma.
"He's the chef. He's actually very cool." Maggie explained. "He makes a mean cheesecake."
"I love cheesecake." Emma exclaimed.
The two girls said something to each other, giggled and went out of the house giving Michael and Sabrina some privacy.
Sabrina glanced at Michael and shook her head wryly as the door closed behind the duo.
"Where are your parents?"
"At work." Sabrina said. "Do you like white chocolate strawberry cookies?"
"I don't think I've ever had them," Michael murmured.
"Oh, well then, you're in for a real treat. They're delicious. You'll find that I have something of a sweet tooth."
"So do I." Michael said with a grin.
"Oh, that's great!" Sabrina crooned happily. "We are going to get along so well."
"I think so too. I like you."
Sabrina found her breath hitching in surprise and her heart melting a little at the words. It had been exactly the right thing to say. Sabrina walked towards him and gave him a kiss on the cheek. "Thank you. I like you too."
He peered at Sabrina, cleared his throat, and murmured, "Your father suggested Emma and I should stay here for a while."
"I heard," she admitted, then asked quietly, "Is that all right with you?"
He smiled crookedly. "Yes, it is. I think Emma is going to like it here. She gets along really well with Maggie. I don't think I could get those two apart."
"Is that the only reason you want to stay?"
"Well, I would love to spend more time with certain vet I set my eyes on." He grinned at her.
"Sounds good to me. The vet likes big animals." Sabrina grinned back.
She was actually enjoying Michael company. His grumpy, terse persona had turned into a loving, doting man. Actually, lately he has been a pleasure to be with. They sat in the kitchen for quite a while, eating breakfast in silence, shooting glances at each other, as if each of them was waiting for the other to say something. Every time she gazed at the smile flirting on his lips, she wanted to kiss it.
Finally, Michael said, "You're a gorgeous woman, Sabrina Olson."
She found herself smiling in return. She had thought the man was handsome from the first moment she laid eyes on him, but now, with laughter sparkling in his eyes and tilting the corners of his mouth, he was so much more than simply handsome. He was breathtaking.
"You're not bad yourself, Michael Blakesley."
He stood up and came closer to her. She didn't move. She could almost feel his breath against her skin, a warm, moist exhalation.
Snatching her by the wrist, he pulled her up into his arms. She got out one gasp of surprise before his mouth closed over hers.
It was no soft, tentative kiss. Michael had wanted to kiss her so badly that he couldn't have been soft had he wanted to. The kiss was a taking, he ravaged her mouth, forcing her lips open and thrusting his tongue inside, his body clenching at the taste of her. She was as hot and sweet as he had imagined.
And she was as willing. Oh, not at first. For the first moment or two Sabrina was stiff and still in his arms, but then she gave a groan of surrender and melted into him, her body forming itself against his. Her breasts nudged his chest as she slid her free arm around his neck and tilted her head slightly to make it less awkward as she kissed him back. It only served to fan the flame of Michael's desire.
While Sabrina had been kissed many times before, it had never been with the heat and raw desire that had exploded between her and Michael.
He released her wrist and slid his arms around her. Letting his hands slide down over her back to her heart-shaped bottom, he cupped those round curves and lifted her against him until they were groin to groin.
Sabrina was warm sunlight in his hands, arching and writhing against him as she moaned. Her mouth went wider, then sucked at his almost frantically.
"Michael," She gasped his name in protest when he paused to glance around. But Michael wasn't stopping. He had no intention of stopping; he merely wanted to lay her someplace. He wanted to touch more of her. He wanted to take her.
"My room is upstairs." She whispered guessing his thoughts.
He climbed upstairs with her in his arms and stumbled into her room. They were kissing and moaning all the way.
Seeing the bed directly behind Sabrina, he let her fall onto it.
"I can't take you out of my mind...and I want you." He groaned.
"I already knew that, Michael," she pointed out gently. "The question is, are you ready to have a relationship? I'm not a one-night-stand kind of girl."
For one minute, he struggled with the question, reluctant to admit that he was ready for a relationship. It didn't matter what he knew or didn't know about her. The fact was they were good together. She was his future. Michael realized suddenly that all the fears he'd been experiencing were just leftover from what he went through. Life had definitely taken enough from him already. He wasn't letting his fears take Sabrina away from him too.
"Yes," he said finally, his voice firm and his chin rising defiantly. "I'm ready."
Sabrina started to reach for him, but he stopped her with a hand on her chest. "What about you? Are you ready to be my girlfriend, Sabrina? I want an exclusive relationship with you, I'm not a one-night-stand kind of guy"
She giggled.
"I am," she said solemnly.
He pressed his body insistently into hers and lowered his mouth to kiss her again. He whispered, "We hardly know each other."
"That's true," Sabrina murmured, as she pressed a kiss to his forehead.
"I don't know what you like and don't like, what your beliefs are, religiously or politically, or even if you want children." He punctuated each point with another kiss, one to the side of her eye, one to her cheek, and one to her ear.
Sabrina murmured something of an agreement, although it sounded more like a moan to her as her body began to respond to his nearness and touch.
"We should really talk," he murmured, running his lips across her cheek to press a kiss to the side of her mouth. "Get to know each other."
"Yes," she breathed, her hands roving over his back, side and arms.
"We'll talk later," he promised.
"Later," Sabrina agreed, just before his mouth covered hers. His kiss was hot and demanding, and Sabrina moaned as her body came to roaring life.
Her brain seemed to shut down and give itself up to the rush of sensation that suddenly exploded through her.
Michael quickly and methodically stripped off the tank top she wore. Just as she was reaching to remove his own top, he gave her a push that sent her dropping back onto the bed. He then immediately bent and caught the waistband of her joggers to tug them off quickly.
Once he had her naked, Michael paused to look her over, one hand sliding gently along her heated skin, making her eyes droop to half-mast and her body shiver with pleasure. Michael had seen many women in various states of undress, but he didn't think he'd ever seen someone as sexy as Sabrina.
She reached for him, wanting to feel him on top of her, but he withdrew with a chuckle and straightened, leaving her to watch as he stripped off his own clothes.
As she watched first his T-shirt, then his own pants hit the floor, Sabrina traced the outline of his body with hungry eyes and knew it would be a long time before they had that talk... a very long time. Perhaps after their first child... or the second, she thought, as he came down on top of her, his body firm and hard. And then his mouth covered hers and his hands began to move over her and she stopped thinking altogether.
Michael gave her another deep kiss, filling her mouth with his tongue, then withdrawing it in imitation of what was to come. He broke the kiss and nibbled his way down her chin, along her throat.
He let his mouth move on, kissing Sabrina's tender flesh until he reached her soft breasts. He suckled eagerly at one breast, then the other. Sabrina moaned and arched her back, pressing upward into his lips. It was all the urging Michael needed; he shifted lower on her body so that he could bend forward and take one perfect, hardened nipple into his mouth. His eyes closed with pleasure as he suckled the hard tip and felt it stiffen even further with excitement. She allowed him to enjoy her breasts for a bit, then caught his hair and tugged his head demandingly upward.
Their kiss this time was almost violent, a battle of tongues as he ground his hips forward, rubbing his groin against her. Sabrina responded heatedly, rubbing back in return.
"Sabrina." Michael's voice was a rasp of sound.
"I want you inside me," she whispered. "Please, Michael. I want you inside me."
Raising up, Michael silenced her plea with a kiss. He caught her hands in his own and held them on either side of her head as he drove his hard cock into her.
He slowly slid in and out, rubbing his shaft on her warm and wet walls. He pulled back and slid into her again changing the pace just a little, speeding up and lengthening the strokes.
She followed and soon they were making love like they had been doing it for years. Their bodies seemed to read each other, to change motion and pace together.
Michael knew she was getting close, the deep ragged breaths, the open mouth, her fingers digging into his back. He let his own climax rise. He was holding back, waiting while Sabrina moaned and bucked against him. He let his orgasm come, surging up, spasm after spasm as he emptied himself into her. She was clutching at him and moaning as she peaked in her own climax. Sabrina was writhing and sobbing, gasping and straining, and then she was screaming into the pillow as her body bucked with orgasm.
Michael held Sabrina in his arms as her breathing slowed to normal and her eyes opened. She peered at him and said quietly, "That was out of this world."
"I've never experienced anything like this before. Not just because of the mind blowing sex we just had, but because the way I feel when I'm with you." Michael said looking at her.
"You know this is madness, right?" Sabrina asked cheerfully. We've only known each other a handful of hours."
"We can take it slow if you prefer." he suggested and eyed her uncertainly.
Sabrina shook her head. "No, I don't think we could slow down even if we wanted. I want this with you."
She gave him a soft kiss on the lips and said, "We'll keep talking about this later. I think it might be best if we weren't found naked in my bed, if the girls come back home."
CHAPTER 9
The next weeks passed in a relaxed and joyful atmosphere.
Michael was getting used to the quiet life of a small-town. He and Sabrina took long walks in the forests or by the lake. Sometimes just the two of them, sometimes with Emma and Maggie.
Sabrina took every opportunity to show Michael her favorite places. She showed him her clinic.
"There's an apartment upstairs where I live." She explained. "Of course, I'm at my parents home most of the time."
She showed him a beautiful tall oak tree that stood during the Revolutionary War.
Sabrina loved everything about the lake, especially an old pier. Its wooden planking was uneven and unsure but she liked to sit at the end to watch the sunset.
Finally she took him to her dream house: a two-story log cabin near the lake with a large outside area. The place had been completely redone not long ago.
"It waaaaaaaay out of my reach, but I like to come here and dream that one day I'll live here with my family." She confided to him. Sabrina's enthusiasm was contagious and Michael found himself loving the house too.
Sabrina also introduced Michael to some of the locals. Of course, by the end of the first week everyone knew who Michael was and everyone in Middletown was speculating when Michael and Sabrina were going to get married.
Sabrina and Michael talked a lot and got to know each other's life stories and thoughts pretty well. They discussed every subject they could think of.



One sunny afternoon they were having a picnic by the lake. Sabrina was watching the blue waters with an unreadable expression on her face.
"What's wrong?" Michael asked her holding her and resting her head on his shoulder.
"Everything's happening so soon," she said with a shrug.
"You can take as much time as you want. I'm not going anywhere," he reassured her. "However I know two girls who would be deeply disappointed if we don't end up together. Maggie and Emma have decided it's so, so it's so."
"No pressure." Sabrina muttered.
Michael laughed. Then he got serious and suggested, "I could go back to my apartment with Emma if you need some time alone to think about us."
"No!!" she grabbed his arm possessively. The thought of Michael being with another girl caused her chest to ache.
Michael continued. "I love you and you love me. Everyone thinks we were meant to be together."
"You make it sound so simple," Sabrina said wearily.
"It is simple. Don't make it hard. Do you love me?"
"Yes," she admitted.
"Respect me."
She nodded.
"Trust me?"
"With my life," she said without hesitation.
Michael grinned as he said, "I don't need to ask if you want me sexually."
Sabrina blushed and whispered, "A lot."
"All those things combined make up love," Michael assured her. "Whether you realize it or not."
She caught his face in her hands and whispered, "I do love you. But we also have Emma to consider." Sabrina added.
"Do you like her?"
"I love her."
"If we get together, are you opposed to adopting her?" Michael asked with a serious expression in his face.
Sabrina shook her head. "Of course not, I hope to be a good mother to her."
"I have no previous experience with children, so I'm playing it by ear." Michael murmured, bending to kiss the tip of Sabrina's nose. Then he straightened, and asked her, "I presume you do want children?"
"Yes," she admitted. "Do you?"
"Definitely," he assured her. Letting his hands slide to her waist.
"And where would you like to raise those children?" She asked him.
"Here, with you," he said simply. "Your work, your family, your home and your friends are here in Middletown. I can work anywhere." he pointed out. Then he raised one eyebrow and said with a grin, "You're running out of excuses."
"I love you, Michael. I just need more time," she assured him, and then kissed him again, this time a slow, soft, sweet kiss that left them both hungry for more.
Raising an eyebrow, he asked, "Home?"
"Home," she agreed.
*****
The next day Paul went out with Michael, Emma and Maggie leaving Sabrina alone with her mom. Michael, her Dad and the girls were going out together a lot lately. There had been hushed conversations that suddenly stopped when she appeared.
The house felt empty and quiet. Sabrina hadn't realized how much her life was intertwined with Michael and Emma's lives. The thought of being parted from them made her stomach cramp. How was she supposed to bear the prospect of never seeing him again? Never seeing his face light up simply because she had walked into the room? Never catching his eye when they were out, feeling the subtle heat that came with standing alongside a man she knew wanted her more than any other?
She felt that way every day they were together, even when no words were spoken. She had never felt so connected, so why the doubts?
Sabrina wasn't sure what she wanted. She knew what she didn't want though, and that was to be left in Middletown alone without him. But she didn't know what to do about it.
The door of her room opened and Sabrina saw her mother standing there.
"May I come in?"
"Of course, Mom." Mary sat at Sabrina's side and hugged her.
"What's wrong, baby girl?"
Sabrina let out a long sigh and said, "It's Michael."
"What about him? Did you have a fight?"
"No, we didn't. He's so different from the other guys I dated in the past. He's sweet, he's funny, he's mature, he is not afraid to show his feelings. I think he might actually be the one."
"You're smiling and laughing a lot. I can tell he's making you happy, Sabrina. When you are with Michael your face brightens up. You two seem right together. Are you serious about him?"
"I am. That's the problem. He IS right for me. That's what scares me."
"A committed relationship entails assuming responsibility for the long-term welfare of a person other than oneself. This is a really scary thought."
"Dating was fun in high-school. And then the dating game got old fast. After college, I decided I would be by myself till I find the right guy. And now that I've found him..."
"Do you love Michael?" Mary interrupted Sabrina.
"I do but, how can I be sure it will last? What if things don't work out between us?"
"Did you talk about sex, religion, money, child-raising, and politics to make sure you're compatible when it comes to those things?"
"We talked about most of those things. Michael is a really easy-going person. He has strong opinions about certain things, but I share his points of view so there's no problem there. He's kind of old-fashioned about values, like Dad."
Mary smiled. "Your father and Michael get along really well. There'll be no problem there. You also know Michael's family. Molly is a good friend of yours."
"Molly told me a lot about Michael before I met him. All good things. I know her parents too. They were all shaken by the death of their son, but they are really good people. You'll like them."
"Trust your gut, Sabrina. It is always, always, always right. You won't be able to put it into words. You'll know if he's the one. You won't have to ask yourself or anyone else for confirmation. You'll just know. You feel it in your gut for a reason. If you're ever lucky enough to meet someone with eyes and heart enough to peer into your soul, and he genuinely loves what he sees and vice versa, don't EVER let him go under any circumstances. You've met your soulmate."
"Did you feel like this when you met Dad?"
"Your Dad was a Man with capital M. I felt so loved, so secure in his love for me, that it was really easy for me to know he was the one. Plus he loved and cared for you, making sure you felt good."
"And I loved him back in the same way, Mom. I still do. Michael, he's really good with Emma. I can see how much he loves her. Emma loves him back the same way. She has him wrapped around her little finger. However that's another thing to consider. Michael and Emma are a package deal."
"Oh! You are not sure about starting a new life with a man that comes with a teen girl?"
"No! You got it all wrong. I love Emma. One of the things I talked about with Michael is how I feel about adopting her. On one hand I would love it. Emma is an amazing girl who has suffered a lot. She deserves to be happy. She hides it pretty well, but I know she's still suffering inside. On the other hand, I wonder if I'm ready to be a mother of a teen when I don't have any previous experience."
"Sabrina, I had no idea of how to be a mother when I had you. I was a scared single mother with no one around to turn to for help. Considering the outcome I think I did pretty well."
"You are the best mother I could have wished for, Mom."
Mary and Sabrina hugged really tight.
"Emma loves you, baby girl. Everyone can see that. From what you told me about your adventures, she even played matchmaker between you and Michael."
Sabrina laughed.
"That she did. She's a brat for sure."
"Sabrina, it seems to me you have found the kind of love that I always wished for you. It's okay to take your time to be sure of your feelings. You owe loyalty to no one other than yourself until you pledge loyalty to Michael in marriage. However don't overthink things too much. Sometimes you just need to jump into the pool."
CHAPTER 10
Sabrina lay on her bed, with her hands behind her head, replaying the conversation with her mother over and over. There wasn't a single moment where she didn't feel happy or fulfilled. Once his walls were down, her relationship with Michael flowed so naturally that it scared her. She wanted him in bed at night. She wanted to come home at night and have everyone gathering around the table for dinner.
She fell asleep without even realizing.
She woke up when she heard the sound of laughter coming from below. She stood up and climbed downstairs. The scene there surprised her.
Michael had a fur rug on his back and he was chasing Emma and Maggie around, grunting and howling like a wolf. The girls were giggling and laughing deliciously while they ran away from him. Sabrina's parents were laughing too. Michael caught Sabrina's eye briefly before he turned away. Her lips curved in a smile.
Sabrina walked around to get a better look.
"What are they doing?" Sabrina asked her parents.
"Maggie asked Michael something about the next book and he's acting the scene for them." Mary explained her daughter.
"He does a really good werewolf impersonation," Paul laughed along with Mary. Sabrina finally joined them.
She looked at Michael, but he was focused on the girls. He looked relaxed and was clearly enjoying himself. He had both girls wrapped around his finger like he was meant to be in their lives. They were acting like monkeys. He was not fazed by them in the least. He tickled them and their laughter was music to her ears.
"Michael, I have something to say." Sabrina announced suddenly.
Michael stopped running. Both girls were staring at her now, wondering what she was going to say. Her parents were watching her too.
Sabrina watched Michael with a nervous expression in her face.
"I've been so stupid these past days. I was afraid, but I'm not afraid anymore. I love you, Michael. I want be with you and Emma. I want to be part of your lives if you accept me."
These were words Michael had longed to hear.
"You do?" he said teasing her, a smile curving his lips.
"Of course, I do. You're perfect. How could I not love you?"
"I'm not perfect," he said at once. "Emma can testify to that."
Emma laughed and nodded.
"You're perfect for me," Sabrina assured Michael.
Michael said, "You're all I could have wanted in a woman and more, Sabrina. I'm happy when I'm with you. I love you."
She sighed, admitting, "Mom helped me to realize how silly my fears were."
Mary gave Sabrina an encouraging smile.
"I like your mom. Your dad too." Michael said. Sabrina parents smiled back at him. "And Maggie...." He belched in his werewolf voice tickling her side much to her delight.
Sabrina continued, "I want to be with you and Emma. I want to be part of your lives... if you let me."
Michael closed his eyes briefly, as if savoring the words, then opened them again and gave an indication to Emma with his head.
"What do you think, Emma?"
She ran upstairs and climbed the stairs down a couple of minutes later.
Emma stood by her uncle and they both went down on their knees.
"Let's make it official then." Michael said.
"Michael," Sabrina gasped as he took her hand into his.
Emma brought her arm in front of Sabrina and revealed a blue velvet box.
Sabrina's beating heart rushed up her throat. She opened the box and there it was. A shining diamond ring.
Emma's voice made her lift her astonished gaze to them, "Sabrina, will you marry us?"
A sob slipped out of Sabrina's mouth and she looked at Michael to see the tears already shining in his expectant eyes, gleaming with warmth but also with a little bit of anxiousness.
He poured all his love into his gaze and asked, "Would you be my wife, Sabrina?"
"YES! YES! Yes, of course, I will marry you!" She answered steadily despite the tears and she dropped to her knees in front of them to grab both of her loves into her arms. Emma squealed her joy.
"I love you, I love you," Sabrina repeated in Michael's ear, before trailing a path of kisses to his mouth.
Michael pushed Sabrina away gently only to take the ring from the box Emma was guarding and finally, slid it on her finger. Sabrina grabbed him gently by the neck and kissed him again, hoping he could feel all her love. He kissed her back just as fiercely.
They heard a burst of laughter and applause. They broke the kiss with a laugh of their own as they turned to see Sabrina's parents and her sister clapping and cheering them.
"Congratulations," Paul said approaching them. He kissed Sabrina's cheek while Mary and Maggie did the same with Michael and Emma. "Welcome to the family."
"I was so nervous you would say no, Sabrina." Emma let out an exaggerated sigh.
"How could I, Emma when I love you two so much? Of course I would say yes. You, Michael and I are my family now."
"Family? The three of us?" Emma asked Sabrina, wide eyes on her.
"Sabrina and I had been talking about adopting you, if that's all right with you..." Michael said tentatively.
"Of course it is! Yes! Yes! Yes!" She let out a cry of joy and started a happy dance pumping her fists up. "Everyone needs family, and you two are pretty cool."
The words startled a laugh from Michael as he said, "Pretty cool, huh? Well, that's a change from Grouchy Smurf."
"I'll give you a few pointers about how to handle Mrs. Crapper, the social services lady." Paul offered placing a hand on Michael's shoulder.
"That old cow is still alive?" Sabrina asked with her eyes wide open.
"Alive and kicking, but I don't forsee any troubles considering she'll be dealing with a famous writer and my fiery daughter." Paul stated.
"I'll call my lawyer and instruct him to start the paperwork." Michael said. "How do you feel if we settled in Middletown, Emma?"
"I'd love that," she stood between Michael and Sabrina to hug both of them. "I love you, Uncle Michael." He kissed her uncle's cheek. "And I love you too, Sabrina." She turned her head to kiss Sabrina's cheek.
They stood there enjoying the moment. Then Emma said, "Well? Aren't you going to tell me you love me too?"
Michael and Sabrina laughed, hugged Emma and kissed her cheeks at the same time. "We love you too."
Michael sighed deeply and said, "She's going to be trouble, but I love her."
"No doubt," Sabrina said with amusement. "But we can handle her, can we?"
"My love, you've handled a cow giving birth. You can handle one teenager. And together we can handle Emma and ten more," he assured her climbing on top of her.
"We... I like that," her eyes widened, and she squawked, "Ten?"
"One at a time," Michael assured her, kissing the tip of her nose. She caught a glimpse of the grin that claimed his face. Then he scooped her up and started to walk to the SUV, "Come on, Emma."
Michael paused beside his car; Sabrina grabbed the door handle and opened it for him.
"See, you're perfect," Michael said with a grin as he set her on the passenger seat. "I didn't even have to ask. We're a good team."
Sabrina just shook her head and laughed.
"Where are we going?" Sabrina cried, clutching at his shoulders.
"I'm taking you to our house," he told her.
"Our house? What house? We don't have a house of our own."
"Oh yes, we do." He said shaking a set of keys in front of her. "Remember that two-story cabin you showed me? I bought it for us."
Sabrina's shriek of joy almost left him deaf. She wrapped her arms around Michael's neck and kissed him hard.
Michael glanced at Emma and made a gesture with his head, "You better hurry if you want to choose your room."
"Can Maggie come with us?"
"Of course, she can." Michael assured his niece.
When they were settled Michael turned on the car and reached for the gearshift, but paused when he saw that Sabrina was simply sitting there smiling at him. Tilting his head he asked, "What?"
"You know this is madness, right?" Sabrina asked cheerfully. "We've only known each other a handful of weeks."
Michael pulled his door closed, and eyed her uncertainly. "Scared?"
"A little," she admitted.
"Second thoughts?"
"Oh, no, definitely not," she assured him with a laugh.
Michael leaned into her as far as his seat belt would allow and gave Sabrina a quick peck. When he started to straighten again, she caught his face in her hands and whispered, "I love you so much it hurts."
CHAPTER 11
"Are you ready?" Mary asked Sabrina.
She gulped and nodded.
Mary was doing a last minute fix on her make-up, as Sabrina was nervous and kept touching her face.
"Stop touching," her mother scolded her daughter, slapping Sabrina's hand. "Why are you so nervous?"
"Because I'm the bride?"
Molly laughed. "My brother is a great person. He is going to make you really happy, otherwise I'd have never introduced you to him."
"You and Emma played us like a fiddle," Sabrina said, squinting her eyes.
Molly smiled and winked at her. "I'm glad we did. Now we are all family."
"You don't really mind that we are going to adopt Emma?"
"Of course not! She'll be with two people who love her deeply. Besides, Emma is old enough to make her own decisions, and she chose you two. I'm truly happy for her. That poor girl went through enough already, she deserves a break. All she talks about is you two, Maggie and her cabin in Middletown."
Sabrina closed her eyes and took a deep breath. "What if Michael's not there? What if he changed his mind?"
"Oh my God, Sabrina, get a grip. It's time to go." Her mother pushed her toward the door and opened it. Paul was standing there, waiting for his daughter. Sabrina gave him a kiss on the cheek.
"Hi Dad. You look very handsome in your tux." Sabrina greeted her father with an air kiss.
"Hi gorgeous. You are the most beautiful bride ever. Michael is a lucky guy."
"He certainly is, Sabrina." Molly opined.
"Thank you too for being here with me, Molly."
"I wouldn't have missed it for anything in the world."
Maggie and Emma were waiting for her in the vestibule. They looked like twins.
The music started and Mary went first, signaling that the procession was about to begin. The girls followed her a few seconds later. Their dresses matched Sabrina's, except with straps. Their beautiful hair was braided to match Sabrina's, with pieces curled and hanging down.
Molly, in her role of maid-of-honor, was next. Sabrina counted to twenty like they practiced in rehearsal, and stepped out too, holding her father's arm. The lilies that made up her bouquet were held tightly and shaking in front of her.
Sabrina smiled at the guests on the sides, all eyes watching her until she passed. Most of Middletown was attending to the ceremony. Each pew was decorated with lilies and white ribbons. The ladies from the church had done a wonderful job with the flower arrangements.
She looked toward the front to see Michael. He was dressed in a black tuxedo. His hair had been cut and styled nicely. Michael's dad and his brother-in-law, were standing at his side. He looked really handsome. Sabrina's heart started beating faster.
Michael's eyes connected with hers and her heart went boom. She loved that man madly.
Sabrina couldn't take her eyes away from him, and he was staring back at her. Good luck her father was walking her because she didn't know what she was doing anymore.
Before Sabrina could realize what was happening she was standing at Michael's side in front of the minister.
The words from the minister rang out over the church. He talked about love, life and finding someone that makes you happy. The words he said really hit home. In the short time that Sabrina and Michael had been together, they were both happy. Their lives changed for the best. Michael made her smile and she felt loved. Emma was so special she couldn't picture her life without her too.
"Michael, please recite your vows to Sabrina."
Michael rolled his neck and shook out his shoulders. The guests laughed.



"You'd think because I'm a writer this would be easy, but let me tell you, finding the words to say to this woman is very difficult."
Michael cleared his throat before looking into Sabrina's eyes.
"Sabrina, I knew from the very moment I laid eyes on you that you were my forever. In your eyes, I have found my only home. In your heart, I have found my only love. In your soul, I have found my soul mate.
"My love, with you I am whole, full and alive. You make me laugh. You allow me to be sad and to be grumpy."
Michael winked to Emma. She shook her head with a smile from ear to ear.
"When I'm with you I become a better person. I need you by my side, Sabrina. I want you in every way possible. I give you and only you my everything, my heart, my body, my soul, my life."
Sabrina sniffled. Every woman in the church had tears pooling in her eyes as well.
The minister nodded at Sabrina, letting her know that she could start. She took a deep breath and started speaking to the love of her life.
"Michael, I promise to always be your best friend, your lover, your wife and most importantly, your partner."
"I promise to give you all of my words when needed, and to share in the silence when they are not. I promise to pick you up if you are down and to love you unconditionally for as long as we live."
"I promise to be the best mom I can be as we grow a family together." Sabrina looked at Emma and winked at her. Emma nodded, eyes shimmering with tears
"Michael, I love you because you love your family as fiercely as I love mine. And I love that your family has become mine and my family has become yours."
This time she looked at Maggie who was crying too.
"I promise to help shoulder our challenges, because we're a team and we are stronger together."
"You are the love of my life and you make me happier than I could have imagined and feel more loved than I ever thought possible. I love you forever. I'm so lucky you're mine."
Michael's dad handed his son the ring. Michael gave his father a fist bump, much to the guests delight.
"I now pronounce you husband and wife. Michael, you may kiss the bride."
Whistling and laughter rang out as Michael dipped his bride back and kissed her. Sabrina raised their hands in the air and everybody cheered and clapped. Maggie and Emma high-fived.
Then Emma jumped into Sabrina's arms and held her tightly. She told her 'thank you' over and over again. The girl's words make her throat tight. When the hug ended they both had tears in their eyes.
Molly handed Sabrina her bouquet, and the loving couple walked down the aisle to start the next chapter in their lives.
It felt natural. It felt home.
THE END
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CHAPTER 1
It was a day I'll never forget. I had gone into my parents' bedroom to look for something. I don't remember what I was looking for, but I remember what I found.
There was a wooden box in the bottom drawer of my mother's vanity, hidden under some of her things. Inside there was a packet of letters tied with a pink ribbon.
Curiosity got the better of me and I pulled the letters out of the hiding spot and examined them. There were thirteen letters, most of them just one page. Some of them were just short notes.
As soon as I began to read, I couldn't believe my eyes. They were love letters. They were full of passion, and sentiment. And they had been written to my mother!
The letters were signed by some guy called Andy. I didn't know anyone with that name.
My mother had a lover!
I put the first letter back in the envelope and opened another.
The first lines I read shocked me: "My beloved Ginger, I wish I could have you here with me in my bed and hold you tight in my arms like I did yesterday..." and so it continued, full of romantic and passionate words, nothing too graphic, thank God. Most of the lines were bad attempts at poetry and lyrics stolen from country love songs.
I had never imagined my mother could do something like this. I began skimming through the rest of the letters, nervously opening them all.
I stood there taking in what I had just discovered; it certainly wasn't easy to learn about the existence of a lover in my mother's life.
I decided to show the letters to my dad, so I ran to the barn.
"Dad! Dad! Dad! Look! Look!"
I stopped to catch my breath and handed him the packet of letters.
"What is it, Red?"
I was named Marion Robert after Dad's favorite actor, but since I was a redhead like my mom everybody called me 'Red'. In a weird way, I ended being a combination of Dad's favorite Hollywood couple.
"Look Dad, I found these letters in Mom's drawer. They are love letters, Dad! This guy, Andy says naughty things about him and mom! Read them!"
He frowned and looked at the letters as if they were a rattlesnake. He reached for one, and read it for himself in silence. The expression in his face changed as he went on. His big hands curled into white-knuckled fists by his side, yet he spoke calmly.
"You are no longer a boy that needs to be shielded from certain facts in life. You know what these letters mean?
I gulped and moved my head up and down. "Mom is cheating on you."
My father was my best friend, my hero. He was doing his best to hide his anger and his pain behind a mask of seriousness.
Though he desired to contradict me, he truthfully could not.
"It seems so. This is my problem not yours, Red," he said. He placed the letters aside and wearily sat down on a bale of hay. "Pack some things. Make it quick. I want you out of here before your mother comes back. I'll take you to Gramps. You're going to stay there for some time till I come to fetch you."
"What about school?"
"I'll talk with your teachers after I talk with my lawyer."
"Are you going to divorce Mom?" I swallowed hard, dreading his answer.
"Yes, son, I am, and I don't want you in the middle of this mess."
I could see he was suffering but there was also pride. A couple of tears fell down his cheeks.
I have never seen my dad cry until that day.
CHAPTER 2
My grandparents definitely helped to shape me into the person I would become. They taught me many things, especially how to be a good worker, connect with the land through working it in the spring and summer, hunting in the Fall, tapping trees in the Spring, and picking strawberries in the Summer again. But most importantly, they taught me to never give up. No matter how bad things got, I had to keep pushing through and complete the task at hand.
When Dad and I reached my grandparents' place, Dad took Grandpa aside and talked with him for a long time while Grandma took me inside for a glass of milk and a piece of apple pie.
Some minutes later, Grandpa entered the house and told Grandma, "Red is staying with us for some time. John has things to sort out at home."
Grandma nodded, interrogating Gramps with her eyes.
"Later," was all he said.
During the next days, Grandma pampered me with special foods, cuddles and kisses. I had a great time with my grandparents. Somehow I managed to put the situation at home in the back of my mind. Every day when I woke up, my breakfast was already prepared; then I worked with Grandpa on the farm, and lunch was ready made when we returned. After doing some homework (Grandma made me call a classmate on the phone to know what they were doing) I was free to do whatever I wanted.
There were a lot of hushed conversations between my grandparents and over the phone. After a couple of days, there were some 'wrong calls' too.
One day we heard the distant roar of a car approaching from the main road.
"Take Red to the shed, Agatha," said Grandpa. He took his Remington Lever Action .223 and went out.
Running, Grandma and I made it to the shed, just in time, before hearing the car pull to a stop in front of the house. I peeped out the slightly ajar door.
It was my mom with some guy I'd never seen before.
"What are you doing here, Ginger?" Grandpa roared. His rifle was pointing to the ground.
"I came to see my son, Ed, please. I know he is here," pleaded my mom.
"He doesn't want to see you."
"I don't believe you." She said, anguish in her voice.
"I'm not a liar like you. Red was the one who found your love letters, you cheating slut. He doesn't want anything to do with you."
Mom gasped and took a step toward the house. "I want to see my son."
Grandpa's rifle was up in a second. "That's close enough, Ginger."
Mom stopped.
"Please, I need to explain it to him!" Mom pleaded.
"Explain what? That you spread your legs for this asshole and you threw away a good man and a good marriage?"
"He's her son! You can't keep him away from her." The man said moving towards Grandpa.
"If you take one more step I'll shoot you for trespassing, asshole. Neither of you are welcome on my land. Go away!"
Mom was crying now.
"When the divorce goes through, I'll get custody of him. You can't take my son away from me. I'll have half of the farm and the money too."
"You're dumb as a rock, Ginger. The farm and the herd are mine. John has been paying me rent all these years. He has also been paying me back some money I lent him. I never trusted you. While John was breaking his back to provide for you and Red, you were reading those stupid romantic novels or watching soap operas on the TV. You were a lousy housewife who always neglected your domestic duties. The house was always a mess and even the pigs refused to eat your cooking. All you have is your looks. When the divorce is over, you'll discover you threw away a good marriage just for a few bucks. If you want to see your son you better sign the papers you were served. Then you'll have visitation rights. John is not trying to keep you away from your son, but he'll get full custody of the boy."
"I'll take Red away from John and you! You'll never see him again." Mom yelled.
I shivered. I didn't want to be away from my dad or my grandparents.
Grandpa was right about Mom. She was always wasting her time watching those stupid soap operas on the TV. She was a terrible cook. She burned things you would not imagine it possible to burn and served others half-raw. Her only seasonings were salt and pepper. Till I was grown, I had assumed that roast beef had to be stringy, not something you sliced, but a leathery dry object which you separated with a fork, one strand from another, and dropped with a clunk upon your plate.
Grandpa laughed.
"Bring it on, Ginger. You have no job, no skills and no home. Everyone in Middletown knows what you and this asshole did to John. The only thing you'll get is some alimony till you marry this home-wrecker. Judge Anderson's father went to school with me, and his son hates cheaters more than I do."
"Look, mister. The lady just wants..." the man began to say, taking one step closer. Gramps shot at his feet making him jump.
"Last warning. One more step and you'll lose your balls. I'm not interested in anything scum like you has to say. Go back from where you came from."
The man took mom's arm and dragged her back into the car. She was crying her heart out.
Then they turned the car around and drove back to the main road.
CHAPTER 3
A couple of weeks later Dad came to fetch me and took me back home.
He looked at me and said, "Your mother signed the divorce papers, Red. It took some persuasion but she finally did it."
I had heard about divorce before, but I never thought it would happen in my family. I felt very sad. It was happening, and it was happening to me.
"Your mother moved out of the house and she's going to live in a small apartment in Middletown for a while."
I looked up at my father not knowing what to say.
"You'll have to help me around the house. I've already talked with your teachers and you'll have to stay after class to catch up with the rest of your classmates." Dad said.
I nodded again. That wasn't a problem. I was very smart. My lowest grade was a B+.
"Now, as part of the agreement, you'll have to see your mother every weekend."
I finally found my voice.
"I don't want to see her, Dad. I hate her! She hurt you! She broke our family!" My voice cracked and broke.
Dad looked at me with a very serious expression and said, "When you're older you can refuse, but till then, I'm afraid you'll have to visit her."
I was angry with my mother. Every day I yelled at a framed picture of her I had in my room. Why wasn't Dad good enough for her? Why did she choose some loser over us?
One day, I was so angry with her that I threw a pillow at her picture. It fell down to the floor and the glass shattered into pieces. It was broken like my family. I started crying.
I didn't know what to do. I wanted to change things back to the way they used to be. I didn't want my parents to get divorced and I was afraid of all the feelings that were happening inside me.
As the first weekend came close, I had an idea to force my mother's hand, I'd deny her what she craved: my love, my attention. I might be forced to see her, but I wouldn't talk to her. I wouldn't even acknowledge her presence. I was going to give her the silent treatment till she caved, left that Andy guy and came back home with us.
The next weekend, Dad took me to my grandparent's house. Mom was going to fetch me there.
While I waited there, I talked with grandma about my parents' divorce. She let me say whatever I wanted, and cry, too. She was a good listener and never told me that my feelings were silly.
My mother arrived in a cab. I barely acknowledge her presence.
I just climbed into the taxi and sat there with a blank expression on my face. I didn't answer her greeting. During the short trip to town, she tried to make conversation but I ignored her attempts. I simply sat in the backseat, praying to be able to carry out my plan.
I still loved my mother, but I was deeply hurt by what she did. I focused on my anger to be able to carry on with my plan.
Finally, we arrived at a modest building that housed six apartments on each of three floors.
I looked around while Mom set some things on the table. There were no signs that her lover was living there. Only one toothbrush in the bathroom. No male clothes in the wardrobe.
"Sit down, Red. Do you want a piece of cake? It's chocolate, your favorite. I bought you a coke too," my mom chirped.
The cake smelled delicious, I was dying to eat a piece of it. She obviously hadn't baked it. I said nothing. I just looked at some place above her shoulder.
"Don't be shy, Red. You can eat all you want. Nothing has to change because I moved out."
I didn't move, even when my mouth was watering.
"Red, are you okay? Do you have a fever?" she placed the palm of her hand on my forehead. "You're not warm. Why aren't you talking?"
I took a comic book out of my backpack and started reading, ignoring her.
Mom sniffed. "This is because of what I did to your father, right? You're giving me the cold shoulder."
I wasn't sure if nodding would break the silent treatment, so I chose not to.
"You probably hate me for the terrible thing I did."
"You got that right," I thought.
I pretended to read. Mom sat at my side and placed a hand on my shoulder.
"I don't blame you for being angry with me, Red. I never meant to hurt you or your father."
"But you did it anyway. You hurt me, and you hurt Dad."
"What I did has nothing to do with you. This is not your fault. You did nothing wrong."
I kept my head down, biting the inside of my cheek.
"I have unfairly subjected you to the breaking of our family. Please don't feel guilty. This is not your fault."
"Of course not, it's YOURS," I screamed in my mind.
"No family is perfect. A family might seem perfect on the outside but there are always flaws..."
"You must know, you were the one who cheated with that Andy guy. Dad didn't do anything."
"...life is going to be as normal as I can make it under the circumstances."
"Normal? That's funny. I'm forced to spend time with you in this smelly apartment, while Dad is home alone feeling depressed. How's that normal?"
"Please Red, talk to me. Yell at me if you want to. God knows I deserve it! Just don't ignore me. It hurts."
I gulped and felt my resolution failing. I forced myself to remember the letters I had read. Each and every naughty thing that guy wrote about Mom and him.
"Dad and I are hurting too. Now, thanks to you, everybody is miserable."
She sat down and cried, hiding her face in her hands.
My own tears were falling down my cheeks.
After a while, Mom sniffed, wiped her face and went out to talk on the phone.
When she returned, she sat down at my side and told me, "Your Grandpa is coming to take you home, Red. I won't force you to be here if you don't want to. I'm sorry, son. I'm truly sorry. Maybe it's too soon. Let's take it easy. Just a couple of hours every weekend and see how it goes. When you're ready to talk about what happened, I'll be here."
I gave my mother the silent treatment two more weekends in a row. It got easier each time.
CHAPTER 4
They finally referred me to the court counselor.
"Hello, Red. I'm Mr. Erickson. Please take a seat in the chair next to me. You need to know that whatever you say here will be private, just between the two of us."
The counselor was a soft-spoken man in his late thirties with a thick head of ink black hair. I liked to see all the books in Mr. Erickson's office, and I felt safe there.
"Do you know why you are here, Red?"
"Yes, my parents got divorced and I don't want to talk to my mom."
"That's right. Did your father tell you to act like this, Red? Maybe he just suggested it?"
"What? No! Who told you that? My mom? She's lying!" I said, becoming agitated.
"Relax, Red. No one said anything about your dad. I was just checking."
"My dad didn't say anything to me! He had nothing to do with my decision. He's already suffering enough. I DON'T WANT TO TALK WITH HER! I DECIDED IT ON MY OWN! LEAVE MY DAD ALONE!" I screamed at him.
"Okay, Red. I got it. Please calm down. I believe you."
I was breathing fast and the counselor guided me to breathe in and out slowly till I was calm again.
"People get divorced for many reasons, Red. Sometimes grown-ups get married when they are very young, too young to know much about themselves or about the person they are marrying. As they get older, they learn that they are too different from each other to make a good couple. One person might want to have a very big family and live on a farm, while the other person wants to have a very small family and travel from place to place. Your mother was barely 19 years old when she got married."
"Is that the reason why my mom cheated on my dad? She could have said she wasn't happy and divorced him. She didn't have to hurt my dad by going with that man behind his back. Even a kid like me can see that."
Mr. Erickson's lips parted, smiling.
"Your mom's love for you didn't stop because she's divorcing your dad. She still loves you, Red."
"If she truly loves me she would come back home where she belongs. She left us to live with that guy."
"She can't live there anymore because your dad is divorcing her."
I twisted my mouth to the side. "I hate this. I have a lot of extra responsibilities now. I'm doing my own laundry and bagging my own lunch. I even cook dinner most nights."
"So, you are angry with your mom, and you want to hurt her because she's hurt you and your dad?"
I nodded.
"I'm very angry with my mom. I don't like the way everything changed. I'm also scared and nervous. My dad is sad, and I am sad because of what she did. I wish things could have stayed the same."
"It might seem like everything is changing, but there are many things that are staying the same. If you think about those, you won't feel as scared or nervous. Maybe you could write a list."
"I don't need a list! My mother needs to leave that guy and come back home. I'm sure Dad will forgive her if she says she's really sorry."
"Maybe your mom wasn't happy with your dad. She's sorry you're hurting, but she wanted to live a different life with another person."
"Yeah, I read the letters that guy wrote to her. I know exactly what she wanted."
Mr. Erickson sighed.
"I wish you hadn't read those letters, Red. You have too much on your plate and can't figure out everything. You bit off more than you can chew."
"My dad is a great person and a great catch. I overheard some ladies saying it at church. Why wasn't he enough for her?"
He gave me a sympathetic smile. "Only your mom can answer that. Not talking to her is not going to give you the answers your need."
"I'm not talking to her." I crossed my arms on my chest and leaned back.
"Look, if you're not ready to sit down and talk with your mother, then let's not do it now. Calmdown and wait till you're ready. In the meantime, you could write her a letter."
I thought about it and found the idea interesting.
"What do I say?" I asked.
"Whatever comes from your heart. Don't worry about your mom, she can handle it. Just be honest."
***
My stomach was twisted in knots.
I had started to write the letter to my mother many times, but I couldn't find the right words. I didn't even know how to start it.
"Dear mom?" that wasn't honest. I was mad at her.
"Mom?" Still too affectionate.
"Ginger?" Ewwww, that made me remember that letters that guy wrote to her and made me furious.
"Be honest," Mr. Erickson had said. I took a deep breath and wrote:
Mother,
I am angry with you.
I found the letters that guy wrote to you. I wish I had never read them, but I did. I still get sick when I remember the things he wrote to you. It seemed he was talking about someone else, but it was you. My mother.
You left us. You left Dad and me to go with that guy. You chose him over us.
You love him more than you love us. That hurts.
Do you have any idea how damaging it is for me to hear Dad sobbing at night? I cry too most nights.
You always told me not to tell lies. But you did. You lied. You cheated.
I hate you.
I don't want to be angry with you, but I can't help it. I have so much pain and suffering in my heart. It's all your fault. You did this to me, to us.



Thing is, I don't want to see you or talk to you. It hurts. I live in a broken family now and you are the one who broke it. It's better when I don't see you. It hurts less.
You chose that Andy guy over us. Well mother, you can't have that guy and me at the same time. You have to choose.
You have lost Dad and you could lose me too.
If you love me, leave that guy and come back home. If you don't, I don't want to see you again.
Red
I gave the letter to the counselor, and we talked about what I wrote. That weekend mom didn't call to pick me up.
I would like to say that I missed her, but the truth was that it was easier to carry on with my life if I didn't have a weekly reminder of the way things were and what had happened. I hated this new life. If I didn't see her I could pretend she was away visiting her mother in Florida.
The next week before my visit to the counselor, Dad told me.
"Your mother is going to be there. She wants to talk with you about the letter you wrote to her."
"But Dad! I don't want to talk to her!" I protested.
"Then sit down and listen."
When I entered Mr. Erickson's office Mom was already there.
"Hello, Red. Come in. Your mother is already here."
Each chair was positioned to face the two other chairs, somehow like the three sides of a triangle. I did my best to move my body into a position where I wasn't facing my mother.
"Hello, Red." My mother greeted me.
I didn't bother to answer. I didn't even look at her.
"I read your letter, Red. I read it several times." Her voice faltered, and she stopped. "I want to thank you for being honest with me and telling me what you think and how you feel."
I ignored her even when I had a lump in my throat. I knew she was suffering and it made me feel bad.
"Mr. Erickson and I have been talking, Red. We both think it's in your best interest to give you some space." Mom let out a cry of pain. "I won't force you to visit me if you don't want to see me. I understand your reasons, son."
Now she was crying, I turned my head to face her. There were tears running down her cheeks. I was crying in silence too.
I wanted to say something, I wanted to comfort her, but nothing came out. Nothing sounded right in my head.
Mom wiped the tears with a tissue and said in a cracked voice, "Things are no going well for me here in Middletown. I can't get a job. Everyone knows what happened and they don't like me. Your dad's family, the Hardings, had been living here for five generations since the first settlements."
I knew that. I had to draw a family tree for school.
"Andy's situation is not much better."
I flinched when I heard the guy's name and she saw it. She lowered her head, looking at the floor and muttered, "Sorry."
She wiped the tears from her eyes again.
"The manager at the bank he works in strongly suggested that it would be in his best interest to ask for a transfer."
That was good news for me. If he were leaving, Mom would be alone again and we could finally be a family again. My plan had worked. However, my mother next words crushed all my hopes.
"We are leaving Middletown, Red."
I opened my eyes in surprise.
My mother was leaving me again.
She was choosing that asshole over us again.
I crossed my arms on my chest and looked down. I felt new tears sliding down my cheeks.
"I'm not leaving you, Red. We are moving to a nearby town. It's just one hour drive from Middletown. If you want to see me I'll come here in a heartbeat. You can also write to me or call me on the phone. I'll send you an email as soon as I'm settled."
She stood up and walked to my chair to give me a kiss on the cheek and a tight hug.
"I love you, Red," she whispered in my ear. I could feel her tears on my neck.
"Please, Mommy, don't go!" I pleaded in my head. My lips parted as though I wanted to say something, but no sound came out. The words got stuck in my throat.
She finally let me go, shook Mr. Erickson's hand and thanked him.
I stood up. I knew her heart was breaking; my own heart was breaking too.
I knew I could stop everything just saying one single word. I tried to call her as she walked away from me and from my life, but my brain was frozen. I couldn't believe this was happening. I stood there, crying in silence, shaking like a tree on a windy day.
"Come on stupid, call her out! Ask her to stay!" my brain shouted out.
I couldn't. My lips and my tongue refused to cooperate. I was weeping in silence, like a statue when it rains, trapped in my own scheme.
I watched my mom walking away from the counselor's office and walking away from my life. Then, she crumbled to her knees and cried her heart out. Her brave face disappeared. Mr. Erickson hurried to close his office door, but not before I heard her screaming in anguish.
I lost a big part of my innocence and my childhood that day.
****
Once Mom was settled, she wrote me an email at least once a week. The first year I read them and answered them. Just a few lines telling her how I was doing at school. Mom's mails were full of domestic news and pleas for forgiveness. It was too painful to read about her new life away from us. At some point, I stopped answering them. Slowly our relationship faded away.
She never mentioned her new husband, except when she told me that they got married when the divorce was final. The last news I read was she was studying to become an Administrative Services Manager.
Mom sent me a present and a card on every birthday and every Christmas till I went to college. I did the same for her but that was the extent of our relationship.
Ignoring my mother was an attempt to distance myself from my own pain and anger. I blamed her for everything that was wrong in my life.
My father took a long time to recover. The first months, he was unable to create a new life for himself. He withdrew from everything and became dedicated entirely to the farm. I suppose he was trying to work his rage out.
Every single woman around came to the house bringing us different kinds of food during the first months. Dad usually thanked them, made some small talk and excused himself to go milk the cows, leaving me alone to deal with the disappointed lady.
Dad was, and always will be, my hero. Seeing him so broken, watching him age 10 years in mere months was something that added fuel to my resentment of my mother.
CHAPTER 5
Years passed. I became a loner. My old friends got the message and left me alone. I was quiet and polite. People would say I was shy. Truth was I just didn't care. I became an observer rather than an actor. I stood away from most of the typical high-school groups. I didn't fit in any of them.
My dad asked me how I was doing and feeling every day, even when I didn't show any signs. I kept getting good grades and hanging out with boys my age when I had to.
"Are you okay, son?"
"Yeah, I am Dad."
None of us was much of a talker. He never pushed me to talk about my feelings, but he let me know he was there for me if I needed him.
I remember how embarrassed I felt the first Parents' Night when only Dad came with me. I'm pretty sure Dad felt the same way.
One of the teachings my parent's divorce had taught me was that 'happily ever after' didn't really exist. I became the cynic in the back of the cinema who couldn't buy into the idea of the couple riding off into the sunset. I found it hard to trust people, especially girls.
Well, all girls except for one.
My crying and brooding place was a big weeping willow back by the creek. It had a big fork up among the branches where I could sit and view the farms and the forests all around, completely hidden from everyone. It seemed fitting to have a secret crying place in a weeping willow.
I would sit there brooding and listening to the wind rustling in the leaves.
"Red?" a female voice asked from below. "Red, is that you?"
I looked down at a skinny girl dressed in raggedy clothes. It was Katherine. We weren't exactly friends, but we'd known each other since Junior-High.
"Kat?"
She looked as if she was in pain.
"You look like you were crying," she said.
It had been my birthday. It was one of those days in the year when the anger and frustration became so unbearable that I stayed away from everyone. My eyes were probably red and puffy. It was obvious that I'd been crying, like it was that she was in sad too.
"Yeah, well, it sucks to be me," I said with a shrug.
She climbed the tree and sat at my side. She gently raised her sleeves to reveal massive bruising on the inside of her arms. She lowered the sleeves back again.
"What happened to you?" I asked, swallowing hard.
"It sucks to be me too." She said.
When you suffer you easily recognize the suffering of someone else. And the shared pain created a bond between us.
"Do you come here to cry?" she asked.
I just shrugged.
"I cry here too." She admitted.
"Sometimes, I wish my parents wouldn't have divorced" I said. "I didn't think my mother would ever leave Dad for another man. Dad was never the same after that. He never recovered. His pride took a serious hit."
She nodded.
"I wish my father was dead," she said in a barely audible whisper. "It doesn't take much for him get drunk and lose control."
In a small town like ours there were no secrets. I made a few discreet enquiries and discovered that Kat's father was a gambler and a drinker who was always angry and abusive. At times, if he had lost money in a poker game, he used to get drunk and beat the shit out of Kat's mother. Kat had gotten her bruises trying to prevent her father from hitting her mother.
It was said in hushed voices that Kat's mother had started to drink too. The police showed up several times at the Davis trailer, but Kat's mother always refused to file a police report.
"Why don't you tell the school counselor about your family situation?" I asked Kat once.
"This is the way things have always been, and there's nothing I can do. It's my fault because I try to stop him beating from my mother."
"Kat, this is not your fault."
She shrugged. "Can we talk about something else, please? Anything else?"
"Whatever you say, as long as you know that if you need someone to talk to about this, you can talk to me."
Acting on impulse, she hugged me.
"I'm happy spending time with you, Red; there's nothing I can do to change my life or my situation."
I think she was afraid I would go to her house and kick her father's ass, or worse, that I would leave her alone because she was too flawed.
Kat and I became good friends. My first post-divorce friend. With time we relaxed around each other. There were no secrets between us. I could talk with her about anything, about the divorce and about my feelings. Kat never made fun of me or thought I was stupid for feeling the way I felt. No matter what I said. Kat was really good at comforting me when I was upset or sad. I did the same for her.
"Here's a little secret between you and me: I hate Christmas," I told her when December came. "My Dad tries to look happy without succeeding."
"I hate it too." Kat agreed. "Everything around you is wrapped in green, red and white lights, sending the message that you should be happy and joyful It can feel especially lonely to have moments where you feel like an odd Grinch out."
"Exactly! I listen to lots of boys and girls telling me about the presents they're going to get. Why do my presents no longer mean to me as much as they did?"
That winter Kat grew some inches and developed curves, and guys started to notice her. The popular girls let her hang with them, because she was kind of pretty and boys were attracted to her. She was never part of the elite, but her presence was tolerated.
Our talks at the willow tree become sparser till I was alone again.
I never held it against Kat. In fact, I was happy for her. She didn't look happy with her new group of friends, but that wasn't my problem.
During my Junior Year, Janice, the leader of the popular girls, started pursuing me relentlessly for weeks.
She left me notes in my locker, all decorated with hearts saying things like: "Red, you seem pretty lonely. I would like to get to know you and be your friend."
I had no idea why she was doing it. Maybe I was a challenge for her. I was pretty sure that everyone in high school thought I was a loser. I wasn't a jock, I wasn't popular, and I wasn't even open or easy going. I never thought any girl would be interested in me, much less a girl like Janice.
Somehow, she found a way to pass through my defenses. She kept following me around. Sitting with me at lunch. Writing me notes. She literally wore me down. I slowly responded to her chase. I'd never had a girlfriend, and she wouldn't leave me alone.
One day she walked with me and we made some small talk. I didn't make any move on her. Finally, she exclaimed, "Aren't you going to ask me out?"
I stopped in my tracks and asked, "Why do you ask me that? Do you want to go on a date with me?" I looked at her as if she had grown a second head.
"Why not? You are kind of good-looking. We can go to the drive-in cinema. Do you have a car?"
"I can borrow my Dad's pickup truck."
"Good. That's settled. Pick me up Friday at 7 PM."
So, on our first date we pretended to watch a movie and made out in the truck. She would only let me get to first - just kissing. Janice insisted on that.
We had a second date, which was a repeat of the first one. Different place, but Janice got me all worked up and then wanted to go home. I was confused - did she like me or not?
Next Friday, I found a note from Janice in my locker:
Red,
I thought about doing something special for our third date.
Meet me at the lake at midnight, in that bait stand behind the dock.
Love
Janice.
She had drawn two hearts with our initials.
I was so overcome by lust and had fallen under Janice's carefully woven spell, that I didn't think about anything but burying myself so deep inside her it would take an act of Congress to get me out.
Janice was already waiting for me when I got there. I squeezed my eyes shut, and my stomach started to feel funny. She looked really hot in a very short skirt.
"Hi, Red. I'm glad you came." She said in a low sensual voice.
"Damn, you look gorgeous, Janice," I said, picturing her gorgeous body beside me at the prom in my mind's eye. Naked, sex-sweaty, and lying underneath me. My cock stood at attention.
"Why, thank you!" She said with a smile, batting her eyes. "Come, follow me."
I smiled nervously and foolishly followed her. Janice lured me to her secret spot and asked me to undress with the promise of sex.
She had the place set up with a blanket, candles, flowers and music.
I stripped off my shirt, my sneakers and my socks.
"Now take off your pants, Red... slowly," she moaned.
I took a step backwards, pulling my belt and sliding it out of my pants.
I paused because Janice was still fully clothed, apart from a few buttons of her top undone.
"Go on, I'm enjoying the show so far," she urged me.
I undid the button of my pants and started to pull down the zipper when a girl jumped out of a nearby bush and shouted, "Red, don't do it! It's a joke!"
Almost immediately, a group of girls leapt out with her phones, pointing at me and started to snap picture after picture, laughing out loud.
I never saw it coming. I was foolishly, blindly, stupidly horny for her. I quickly pulled up my zipper and grabbed my shirt.
Kat ran to my side and grabbed my sneakers.
"Really? You asked me out as a joke, Janice? What's wrong with you?" I shouted at her. "What kind of sick monster are you? Do you think it's funny to play with my feelings?"
Janice ignored me, she was furious with Kat.
"You ruined everything, trailer trash! You're banned from our group!" she screamed at her.
"You're banned forever!" her girlfriends echoed.
"Good, I never liked any of you!" Kat screamed back. "You're nothing but a coven of witches doing voodoo magic with your menstrual blood every month."
"You're going to pay for this, hayseed!" Janice kept screaming.
"You're going to pay!" The girls kept repeating Janice's words like a Greek chorus.
"Uhhhh, I'm shaking in fear, queen bitch. Bring it on. If you piss me enough, I'll probably ask my father to pay a visit to your mom," she yelled at the top of her lungs.
That certainly shut them up.
They all ran out cussing and screaming.
I put my shirt back on, looking at Kat.
"You got on the wrong side of your girlfriends for me, Kat. Thanks. I owe you a big one."
"They weren't really friends, not true friends like you and me. They weren't even nice to me. I was already tired of hanging out with them, they treated me like their maidservant."
"What was their plan?"
"Janice was planning to make you strip naked. She picked the lake beach because it is cold at night, no one is here and it's a long walk back to town, mainly in the dark. They were going to take your clothes and your pickup truck keys, make you beg for them while they filmed you and took naked pics of you to post in their social media accounts to humiliate you. Then they would leave you stranded here, forcing you to walk back home naked."
"That bitch!" I snapped. "Why did they pick on me?"
Kat shrugged.
"Because they are cruel? Because they feel they are better than the rest? Girls like Janice prey on those they perceive as weak or different." She offered. "Those of us who are not popular are always picked on."
I just nodded, putting my socks and sneakers back on.
"Come on. I'll drive you back home. I left Dad's pickup truck parked not far from here."
She let out a sigh of relief.
"Goody, I was already thinking I would have to walk all the way back home by myself."
"Nah, you saved me. You deserve a pizza and a milkshake at least."
"Sounds good to me, Red. By the way, it feels good to be friends again."
We hugged. It was a warm hug, one that warmed my soul, not just my heart.
"I never forgot the warm feelings I had when we talked at the willow tree." I told her.
"Me neither."
She bumped my hip, and I bumped hers back.
Of course, the next day everyone knew about the practical joke. However, the prank backfired on them. Janice's group tried to make fun of me using some of the pictures they took. Surprisingly the photos didn't damage my reputation, just the opposite. I was a farm boy, I worked hard helping Dad and doing my chores and I was in very good shape. Except for the surprised look on my face, I looked pretty good in those pictures.
Most of the girls were more interested in dating me than laughing at me. It took some time till they left me alone. I never enjoyed being in the spotlight.
CHAPTER 6
We resumed our friendship where we left off. At first, we didn't move out of the friend zone. I wasn't quite ready to admit the depth of my feelings for Kat.
Although we never were officially boyfriend and girlfriend, the closeness we developed felt securely cemented. We did everything couples usually do, except that neither of us considered we were dating.
Senior year arrived sooner than any of us had anticipated, and thoughts turned to graduating school, and me going to college. Kat and I both turned eighteen, and it was time to start thinking about our future.
Dad and I were as close as ever. He was still my hero. He taught me to be a man of my word. He usually kept his nose out of my life and I returned the favor.
So I was surprised when he said to me, "They say you and the Davies girl are going out together, Red."



"It's not like that, Dad. We're not dating."
"Treat her well, son. She's had a hard life already."
"We're just friends, Dad."
"Then be a good friend to her."
Kat started to spend most of her time on our farm. After classes, she used to come home with me. She taught me to dance and I became pretty good at it.
We went to the movies. We went dancing. We went hiking. We walked hand in hand in the woods. We laughed. We hugged and one day we kissed at the willow tree.
One thing led to another and, we had sex. After that, I worried she was going to consider me her boyfriend or something and tried to keep my distance. I didn't want to get emotionally closer because I didn't want to end with a broken heart like my dad. She saw through my concerns and came up with a proposal I never expected.
"Have you heard about friends with benefits, Red?"
"I heard something about it, yes."
"Friends with benefits are two friends who have a sexual relationship without being emotionally involved or give any kind of commitment. We have sex, but there are no feelings involved. If we stopped having sex, we'd still be friends."
Of course, we were both fooling ourselves. Each had strong feelings for the other. Deep feelings. But, for different reasons, we were both afraid of them.
I think Kat didn't want to drag me into her crazy family situation. On the other hand, I was going away to college soon; it wasn't the best moment to start a committed relationship.
I wasn't ready to completely open up my heart to any girl, Kat included. I was comfortable with the "friends" label while I enjoyed the benefits. I was afraid to take the risk of loving someone only to get hurt.
Of course, we went to the prom dance together. We ended up at the old willow tree watching the sunrise together. I could sense Kat had something on her mind.
She took a deep breath and said, "I love you, Red."
"Kat..." she put her hand on my lips to stop me.
"Let me say what I need to say, please." I nodded. "You're leaving for college soon. We only have weeks left, and the last thing I want is that you leave with me hanging over your head."
I opened my mouth again but she shook her head.
"I won't be able to handle being in a relationship with you while you are away. I'll hardly see you." she sobbed.
I pulled her into my arms and held her tight. We rocked back and forth in silence till the sun was up.
"I love you, Red, but we both know our relationship has no future."
"Are we breaking up?" I asked, stupidly.
"We are friends, remember? Friends never break up."
"Right," I muttered, unable to say anything else. Even so, it hurt like a break-up.
Leaving home to go to college meant leaving Dad alone. I thought about changing to a nearer one, but Dad didn't want to hear anything about it.
"I'm not a baby, so stop treating me like one. I can take care of myself. You're on the brink of adulthood. You are a strong, intelligent, and independent person. I'm proud of you, Red. So proud of you that I'm willing to understand if you change majors or take a different path in life than me. However, I'm not very understanding of skipped classes or failing grades."
"I won't, Dad. I never did and I'm not planning to start now. Don't be afraid to ask for help, or let me know that you just need me," I told him.
"I'm not going to miss your heaps of laundry left in all the wrong places. Please remember to bring some dirty clothes home when you visit," He joked.
I went to college and hung in there because Dad encouraged me and emphasized the importance of education. My plan was to get a degree in business administration.
Kat and I exchanged some emails or talked through Whatsapp during my first months in college. Not many details. Lots of 'miss you', 'wish you were here' and so on.
Every time I asked her how she was doing, she responded with a vague 'I'm doing okay'. At some point the emails stopped. I tried to reach her on her phone but a voice informed me that the number was no longer in service.
I imagined she hadn't texted or called because she didn't know how to tell me whatever we had was over. Probably she had found a new friend with benefits or a boyfriend and wasn't interested in me anymore. So I stopped trying to reach her.
I came home as much as my schedule would allow. On my next visit, I was surprised when I learned that Kat had moved away and no one knew where she actually was. Apparently, things at her home had gotten worse and she kind of ran away from her abusive father.
"The reason why that bastard gets away with it is because his wife refuses to report him. Kat endured more shit from her father than any girl should have to. In the old days, we'd have kicked in the door of his trailer, mashed the prick and thrown his ass in jail and that would've been the end of it." Dad ranted.
I prayed a silent prayer for her. I hoped she was doing well wherever she was.
Four weeks after Kat's last email, I started having sex again. Since the friends with benefits agreement had worked out fine with Kat, I looked for fuck buddies instead of girlfriends. I mainly traded sex for tutoring sessions. I wasn't interested in a serious relationship. Kat was the only girl I trusted. The only one I loved.
You know the old saying, 'absence makes the heart grow fonder' Being away from Kat for all this time had only made me realize just how especial she was, how much I needed her in my life. Kat had taken away that feeling of permanent loneliness, and replaced it with love and care.
Since I didn't want to become a burden for Dad, while I was in college I applied to work at a local restaurant and got the job. Many college students worked there. I started out from the bottom and eventually did just about everything there throughout my 4- year employment: serving, bartending, bookkeeping and some minor managing. It was there where I decided that I wanted to manage a restaurant of my own someday. I learned some of the most valuable business lessons from my manager.
When I finished college, I talked with Dad about my plans.
"Do you plan to work on the dairy farm with me?" Dad asked me once I was installed back home.
I let out a long sigh and told him, "I'm not sure, Dad. Initially, I thought I wanted to be a farmer like you. Now I'm not so sure anymore. Working at the farm was all I ever knew. I don't want to live handcuffed to a cow and have no life. No offense."
"None taken, son. What do you want to do with your life from this point on? How do you plan to make a living?"
"I want to open a restaurant. I want to own a place where people gather to enjoy a well-cooked meal and have a good time. It won't be just about serving a quick meal. When you walk in our doors, it should feel like home. We could have live bands on the weekends and a dance floor, a karaoke machine and..."
"I suppose you learned something about business administration in college, but you know nothing about restaurants and cooking, Red." Dad interrupted me.
"I'm not planning to become a chef, but to run the place. I gained incredible insights into the inner workings of how to run a restaurant at the place I worked during college. I know about numbers and profit margins. I just need someone to take care of the kitchen. I was planning to place an ad asking for a chef."
"Well, there isn't a decent restaurant in town, and people like me have a lot of problems getting a good meal. All we have are those fast food and sandwich places for backpackers and tourists." He rubbed his chin. "It's not a bad idea. Not a bad idea at all. You need to find a home for your place."
"I was thinking about Old Man Carter's building in the town square. It used to be a restaurant when I was a kid. It's been closed since he retired."
"That's a good idea. I see you have been seriously thinking about it. Well, here's the deal: I'll talk with Graham Carter. He's a good friend of mine. If the place is in good shape, I'll give you the money to start your business, and whatever you need to get it up and running. You'll never get a loan from the bank. You can pay me back when the restaurant starts making money. If your business fails, you can come back to work with me at the farm and pay me back with your work."
"It's a good deal. Thank you, Dad." We shook hands.
"No need to thank me. That's what family is for. The herd of cows and the land one day will be yours anyway."
I'm sure inside, my father was questioning my decision to invest in such a risky venture, but he supported me anyway.
The building in question was located in front of the historic Middletown Plaza. Dad and I inspected it. It needed some renovations, but nothing really major. The second I walked in, I knew it was the right place. As we walked through, I knew exactly how the restaurant would be laid out and how wonderful it would be for our community. At the far end there was a twelve-foot-wide staircase that led to four rooms upstairs.
The leasing price was right, so we took it. It was a lease with the option to purchase. I decided to call it 'The Jammed.' I have no idea why. Maybe because that was how I was feeling about my own life at that time.
The next day I placed an ad in 'The Middletown Gazette': CHEF WANTED
That's how I met Tony.
CHAPTER 7
A few days after I placed the ad, a tall fellow with short dark hair came in and strutted around as if he owned the place. He peered over at me and asked, "Are you the owner?"
"I am renting the place. Red Harding," I answered, wiping my hand on my work pants and offering it to my visitor.
"Tony Marino, I'm your new chef." He accepted the hand, shaking it politely.
"Please excuse the mess; I am getting everything ready to open."
Tony nodded as he inspected everything around with an approving look. "I like the old country-style decoration scheme. It's a great place, with good vibes. It feels like home. I'm really going to enjoy working here. I like the town too. I'm looking for small-town life, peace and quiet. No traffic noise or honking cars and sirens at all hours. More than that, I enjoy having some down-time that almost has to be scheduled in this crazy world."
"You've come to the right place. People here are neighborly. We have a nice community if you don't mind gossip. We have nice forests, mountain trails and a lake."
Tony nodded absent-mindedly while he kept inspecting everything around.
"I supposed this is going to be the kitchen space."·
"That's right. That's the old kitchen. I didn't start working on the new kitchen yet. I was waiting to hire a chef and take some hints from him or her."
"Don't worry. I'll take care of it."
"Why don't we sit and talk, Mr. Marino?" We pulled up a couple of chairs and sat down.
"Please call me, Tony."
"Okay, Tony. I am Red. How many years of experience do you have working in restaurants?" I asked, taking out of my pocket a printed list of questions I had found surfing the net.
"I come from a long line of cooks. My mother was a cook. My grandmother was a cook and so were her mother and grandmother. I carry with me a large number of notebooks full of family recipes."
"Okay, next question. Do you have management experience? If so, how many employees did you oversee?"
Tony snorted amused. He took the printed paper out of my hands, took a brief look at it and tore it in two. "Internet questions? You're kidding me, right?"
I looked at him, not knowing what to say. My lack of experience couldn't be more evident.
"I'll tell you everything you need to know about me, Red. I come from an Italian family. I grew up in Staten Island. My family has always worked in restaurants. I had kitchenware instead of toys."
"What happened to your accent? You don't sound like a..."
"Guido?" Tony finished.
"I was going to use a better word."
"Don't bother. 'Guido' pretty much sums it up. Truthfully, not everyone from Staten Island sounds or acts like a goombah. I left Staten Island when I was 24. I've been out of that environment for a long time, working here and there. Always in restaurants. You lose your accent after a while."
"So, are you big into cooking Italian food?" I asked him.
"That's my favorite cuisine to prepare but I can cook anything. You cook?"
"I wish! I love to eat, but I can't cook to save my life!" I said with a laugh. "Why didn't you stay in the family business, Tony?"
"Because I'm gay." He looked at me, studying my reaction.
I scratched my head.
"I don't get it."
Tony smiled. "I was raised in a very Catholic and traditional Italian family. Italy is terribly into the whole machismo thing. That's true especially in my family, so I kept it to myself. When I reached a certain age my family thought it was time for me to get married, so they arranged a marriage with a good Italian girl. That forced me to come out of the closet. To make a long story short, my father disowned me and kicked me out of the family with a large amount of money and a 'don't you ever come back here'."
I shook my head. I didn't understand the anger and rage homosexuality caused in some people.
"I'm sorry to hear that, Tony. It must be hard for you." I said with sympathy.
He waved my concerns away.
"Thank you. Since then, I've been working here and there, but truth is I'm tired of hopping from kitchen to kitchen. I want to settle and this is the perfect place. A brand new place where I can do things my own way. An empty canvas where I can create my art."
I coughed discreetly. "I like you, Tony, but I still haven't made a decision."
"You haven't tasted my cooking yet." His mouth stretched into a smile. "I'll go buy some groceries and cook us lunch. Then we'll discuss the details. I never discuss business with an empty stomach."
Tony went out and came back an hour later carrying two large paper bags. Once he installed himself in the old kitchen, he began to sing something vaguely operatic at the top of his voice while he cooked. The smell coming from the sauces simmering in the kitchen was mouthwatering.
I was really looking forward to lunch.
****
"This is delicious! The best pasta I ever had the pleasure of tasting." I actually closed my eyes to savor the taste. "Ravioli?"
Tony grinned at me, "Close, but no. Tortellini. The sauce is an old family recipe. I had to improvise because I couldn't get some herbs and spices."
I cleaned the plate with the last bit of garlic bread. He shook his head amused.
"Okay, let's talk business now." He took out his checkbook, asked my full name and wrote a check for me. "I suppose this amount covers my share in this partnership. If not, let me know and I'll write another one."
I looked at the check in my hand and almost choked. It was a nice check, with lots of zeros.
"This will cover cooking equipment and service equipment and it will help us to hang in there till the restaurant starts to turn a profit. In the first year of business, it typically takes three to six months to break even. It helps that we have no real competition around. This is a small community and everyone will want to support you. This business is very difficult, but it's a wonderful and satisfying life. It's lucrative too. But there are a thousand moving parts, and you need to be knowledgeable of all of them."
I had no doubts that Tony was exactly what I needed to succeed.
"There's something I don't understand. You could run your own restaurant. Why do you want to do it with me?"
"First of all, I'm a chef, not a manager. I'd rather work in the kitchen than in the business aspect of a restaurant. But, this is not just about owning a business, Red. As I told you, I was disowned by my family, and for us, Italians, 'la familgia e tutto', family is everything. I lost mine. I'm hoping to make friends; friends who accept me for who I am and become family with time. You are already part of your community. People know you and like you and your father. I want to be part of this community. Does it make any sense to you?"
It did. I offered Tony my hand and he shook it. We never had a major disagreement. I placed his check in a shared account along with the money that Dad lent me. We both had access to it. He was in charge of the kitchen and I became manager. Tony was the best business partner I could have wished for and a five-star chef. His cooking became legendary. With time we also became good friends.
****
"Please, I need to work. I'm a struggling single mother trying my best to make a better life for my daughter. I'll sweep the floor. I'll wash the windows. I'll clean plates. Anything. I have Social Services on my back wanting to take my daughter, Sabrina away from me. Please, help me! I need money and a steady job and I need it now."
The pleading was coming from Mary, a young woman who had been doing a lot of menial jobs around the area. In a small town everyone knows everyone, whether you know them personally or through the town's gossip mill. I had heard about Mary. She was a wonderful, hard working, single mother who was struggling to do the best she could for herself and her daughter. She had lost a couple of jobs because she was late or took a day off to take care of her daughter.
Tony dug his hand in his pocket, took out a roll of bills and gave her two one-hundred-dollar bills.
One of the things I knew about Tony was that he had a big heart. He had a thing for people in difficult situations. He looked at me seeking approval and I nodded. I thought it was a good omen to start our business with an act of kindness.
"I don't want charity. I want to work." Mary said, refusing to take the money.
"This isn't charity. This is a cash advance loan from your next paycheck" Tony explained to her.
It took her a couple of second to register what Tony said.
"Oh... This means... I got the job?"
"Yes, you did, Mary. Welcome on board." I said, happy to be able to help her.
"Thank you... Thank you... Thank you... I promise I'll be the best employee you've ever had." Happy tears were running down her face.
She hugged both of us.
"Do you have any experience waitressing?" Tony asked her.
"No, I don't but I'm a fast learner." Mary's hands were shaking when she took the money Tony offered her again.
Tony smiled and said, "Good friends will help until you're unstuck. I like your attitude. Your first assignment is to memorize the menu." Tony gave her a printed copy of it. "Can you start tomorrow? I'll give you a professional waitress training crash course."
Mary wiped the tears from her eyes.
"You got it boss; you won't regret your decision." She practically danced out of the place.
We never did. She was a great waitress, and with time she not only became head waitress but also part of our 'family'.
CHAPTER 8
The renovations were finally over and 'The Jammed' opened its doors. Of course, everyone in town knew about 'Red's restaurant' or about 'John Harding's son's place'.
Clients came the first time out of curiosity, but they came back because of Tony's cooking. His dishes were addictive; once you tasted them you had to come back for more. His singing became as popular as his food. We never had to invest a dollar in advertising. Word of mouth worked just fine. The Middletown Gazette dedicated a glowing article to us.
Mary took care of the dining room, leaving me to handle the bar and a couple of the tables nearby when necessary. Tony hired someone to help him in the kitchen.
For the most part, the lunch crowd was steady. We had a lot of regulars, who didn't always venture far from their normal eating habits, much to Tony's dismay. Even so, we had the most wonderful, faithful customers in the world.
Dad was one of the regulars. "I'm really enjoying having a well-cooked meal for once in my life." He used to say. That was the only side reference I heard him say about my mother after the divorce.



We had open mic and karaoke every Friday night. People sang, performed stand up, or played an instrument. The event started at 9:00 PM. and went until midnight.
Saturday nights we had live local bands and dance. Most of them were good, some of them sucked. A very few were surprisingly good.
A couple of months later, we had to hire another waitress to help Mary service the crowd without having to wait a long time. Tony got some more help in the kitchen too.
Once we broke even, I remodeled the upstairs bedrooms, left the farm and settled in the restaurant.
One night after closing, Tony approached me. "Red, I wanted to ask you something. I want you to be honest with me." He said in a serious tone of voice.
"Okay. I'm listening." I looked at him with a confused expression on my face. It wasn't like him not to get straight to the point.
"You know so far I've been living in the bed and breakfast..."
"I know. Go on."
"Well... I wanted to ask you if you would mind if I live here in one of the free bedrooms."
"Sure, why would I mind? Half of the place is yours. I thought you preferred your privacy."
"Well, it's not a secret in town that I'm gay."
"So?"
"Well, two guys, one of them gay, living under the same roof.... People might talk. I don't want to ruin your reputation." Tony said but only half-jokingly.
"This is Middletown, the idlers will always gossip no matter what you do."
He opened his mouth to keep talking, but I was faster.
"Tony, I hear what you're saying. It's really nice of you to care about my reputation, but I don't care about what people might eventually say. I never did. You know I'm straight. The fact we have different flavors is not a problem at all for me."
Tony had always been very discreet about his personal life, and he had kept his nose out of mine too.
He was visibly moved by my words. "Thank you, Red. I already considered you a great business partner, but now I'm proud to call you my friend."
"Don't get too emotional with me, because I'm not going to hug y..."
My sentence was interrupted by a distant high-pitched scream.
At first, I didn't think anything of it. This was a small town. Nothing serious ever happened here, especially not after midnight. Then I heard it again.
"Did you hear that?" I asked Tony.
"Hear what?"
"Can't you hear the screaming?"
Tony opened his mouth to insist that I explained, but paused.
Then we both heard clearly panicked shrieks coming from outside.
"I was concentrating so hard on what we were talking about that I must have blocked it out. I'm hearing it now," Tony said.
They were desperate, bloodcurdling screams that couldn't be ignored; nor could the cruel male laughter that nearly drowned it out.
"Call 911. I'll go out to see if I can place where the screams are coming from." I told Tony.
Once I was outside, I heard another cry, more desperate than the first.
A shiver of unease crept up my spine as I became aware that some girl was being assaulted or worse. I moved fast. Tony came behind me with his phone in his hand. As we approached, we heard something like a struggle going on in a nearby alley. That left no doubt.
"Get off me, you sick drunken bastard! I'm your daughter!" a girl was yelling.
Then it came, the cold-hearted bellow of an angry man, "Shut the fuck up, you're nothing but a slut!"
That left me no doubt that a girl was being assaulted and battered by a man. I strained to see into the dimly lit area, but to no avail. Again, the shrieking pleading came, but this time with a thudding sound which sounded like someone being hit.
No matter how severe the consequences of getting involved might be, I just could not bring myself to ignore a girl's plea for help.
"Fuckin' bitch," the man slurred. "Now that your mother is gone, you'll take her place. I have debts to pay."
I made my way towards the voices and movements. They were in the distant, dark part of the alley. I could make out a man bent over a girl. Even through the distance and dimness of the light, I could see that the girl was about my age. She was laying on a car's hood. An older, much bigger man was clumsily trying to hold her legs open while he laid on her. She was kicking and screaming.
I felt compelled to do something.
"Get off her, you son of a bitch!" I growled.
The man paused his rape attempt to look at me. His eyes widened larger and larger as I charged towards him, gaining more speed. My shoulder hit his side, pushing him away. Before he could recover, I grabbed him by the shoulders and pushed my knee into his groin. Once. Twice. Three times. His pants were down, so I hit him straight in the nuts.
Out of the corner of my eye I saw Tony helping the girl. She tried to get up on her own and almost fell back down, but Tony grabbed her arm and steadied her balance.
Reflexively, she jerked her arm from his grasp.
"You like raping girls, you sick pervert?" I hit the guy in the face as hard as I could.
I heard the sound of a police car siren coming closer.
I kept beating the bastard till the officers took me away from him.
"Easy, Red. We got this." Bert Thomas said. He was an old cop who knew everyone in town. He had been a policeman since I was a kid. He dropped by 'The Jammed' for a piece of cheesecake every day.
The young deputy cuffed the bastard.
"Remember, arrest, charge, rights. Okay?" Bert told his deputy.
"I know, chief. I'm not a rookie." He cuffed the bastard and put him inside the squad car.
"This son of a bitch was trying to rape her!" I told him a bit too loud.
"Easy, son. Calm down," Bert told me. "You already did your part, now let me do mine."
"I'm okay, Bert. I'm okay," I said, raising my bloody hands and breathing fast. My knuckles hurt.
"Are you alright, Miss? Can you tell me your name?" Bert asked looking at the girl. She looked as if she was in shock. Her eyes were tightly shut in agony. Her clothes were almost torn off. She had a broken lip, swollen cheek and bruises over her body. Even so
I recognized her.
"Kat?"
The sound of her name made her pause her sobs. She brought her teary eyes into focus on me.
"Red? Oh my God, Red. It's you!" She said with surprise, relief coursing through her.
I opened my arms and hugged her softly. She hid her face in my chest and cried her heart out.
In the meantime, Tony explained to Bert what had happened.
"We heard screaming and ran here to see what was happening. This man was beating and trying to rape this girl." The young officer was taking notes and nodding.
Then, the ambulance arrived, all flashing lights and wailing sirens.
"Are you the Davies girl?" Bert asked.
The petrified look in Kat's eyes slowly relaxed.
"Yes, I am. Katherine Davies," she answered in a hoarse voice.
The tears just kept coming until she began to hyperventilate.
"Just breathe slowly," the paramedic suggested. "There's no rush, just take it easy."
Kat started to take deep breaths which seemed to help calm her down.
"I came back to check on my mother because I haven't had news from her in weeks. The trailer door wasn't locked so I went inside. Unfortunately my father came back while I was doing my search. He hit me and I ran away. He ran after me and caught me here. I thought I was going to die." She started sobbing again.
I was holding her hand and comforting her.
"We're taking you to the health center." The paramedic said. Then, looking at me he added, "You can follow us there, Red."
"I'll go to pick up my truck. Are you alright, Kat?" I asked softly.
"I'm all right, I'm all right," she repeated exhausted, trying desperately to collect her thoughts.
"I'll ride with her in the ambulance," Tony said to me.
"Good idea. See you at the health center."
CHAPTER 9
When I arrived, the doctor was treating Kat for her injuries. Bert had asked him to perform a rape-kit on her too.
Tony was talking with Bert in the waiting area. He assured us that Kat's father was going to spend a long time recovering and that he surely would go to prison.
"This is Middletown's first major crime in years." The old sheriff shook his head in disbelief. "You can all come tomorrow morning to the station to sign the written statements."
"We will, Bert." I assured him.
"Give my regards to your father when you see him, boy." He said before leaving.
"I'll tell my father you said hi, Bert. Thank you."
When they finally released Kat, she looked like a beaten dog begging for scraps from the table.
"Thank you. Thank you both of you," she muttered, embarrassed when her voice came out raspy.
"How do you feel?" I asked her, passing an arm around her waist to help her to walk out of the center.
"I think every inch of me is bruised, but at least he didn't rape me, thanks to you."
"It was a terrible experience, Kat, but it's over." We walked out of the health center and helped her into my truck.
"I think we were not properly introduced. I am Tony, Red's partner," he said, introducing himself.
"Partner?" Kat looked at me with a confused look on her face.
I rolled my eyes.
"He meant business partner. We run a restaurant together." I explained.
"Oh, okay. Nice to meet you, Tony." Kat shook Tony's hand gently. "Thanks for coming to the rescue."
"The real hero is your friend. I just called 911. You two know each other?" Tony asked, looking at Kat and then at me.
"Yes, we do. We have known each other since we were kids." I explained. I started the truck and we moved very slowly down the road. "Then I left for college and lost track of her. Or better said, she lost track of me..." I looked at Kat and asked, "What happened to you? Why did you stop answering my emails and change your phone number?"
She gently bit her lower lip as she stared at me. "It had nothing to do with you, Red, but my monstrous father. While I was in high-school I had been putting whatever money I could to the side. As soon as I was eighteen, I ran out of the house. Well, the trailer. Dad's abuse was getting worse. Mom had started drinking heavily too." A shiver went through her body.
"I got some minor jobs in the city, but nothing steady. Money was tight and my phone plan was cancelled. There were days when I didn't have enough to eat." She gulped hard.
I suspected that there were things that Kat wasn't saying. Was she embarrassed about her circumstances? Did she think I would come to her rescue if she told me what was going on with her life? One thing was sure: this wasn't the moment to have this conversation.
I looked at Tony, and he looked back at me. There was no need for words. He gave me a barely perceptive nod.
Kat continued explaining, "I had people checking on mom. I was worried for her. So when a neighbor told me she hadn't seen her or heard from her in weeks, I decided to come back to Middletown and check on her. I came after work. No one answered my knocks, so I entered the trailer looking for clues about my mother's fate. I supposed my father would be drinking or gambling, but he must have had a bad night because he surprised me snooping around. He hit me on the cheek and I pushed him away and ran... He ran after me and... well, you know the rest of the story."
"I hope they lock him up and forget where they put the key!" Tony exclaimed with vehemence.
"I hope it too. My father is a gambler. There was never enough money to pay his debts and feed mom and me. He would often give my mother sexually to those he owed money to in order to meet their demands for payment of his debts. I'm pretty sure he had the same sick plans for me." Kat said with a shiver.
"Did you find what happened to your mother?" I asked.
Kat shook her head. "I'm afraid she might be dead. He kept saying she was gone. I doubt she left him."
"Did you tell the police?" Tony asked.
"Yes, they are going to question him about that and check around, looking for her."
Kat remained silent, and I honestly didn't know what to say. Tony took Kat's hands in his and patted them.
Fifteen minutes later, we were back at 'The Jammed'. Tony went to the kitchen and came back minutes later with a bowl and set it out in front of Kat. The bowl held a beef soup, hearty and thick, with potatoes, carrots, turnip, and homemade noodles. The most delicious aroma was coming from it.
I had settled in the chair across from her, a cup of tea in hand.
Tony said cheerfully. "Eat it while the soup is hot."
She scooped up a spoonful of the fragrant meal and raised it to her lips for a tentative taste.
"This is delicious!" she dug in with enthusiasm.
"I'm pleased you're enjoying my cooking, but you look like you haven't eaten in a while. Your stomach may not be able to handle too much too fast." Tony suggested.
Kat grimaced, but set her spoon down for a moment to allow her food to settle.
"Kat?"
"Hmmm?" she glanced at me in question.
"What are your plans?" I asked, sipping my tea.
She sighed, fighting the tears. "I have no idea. My life is a mess as usual. The happiest time of my life was when we were together."
Tony raised an eyebrow and looked at me, waiting for an explanation.
I mouthed him, 'later'.
"I have no steady job. I never graduated from high-school. I have ten dollars in my pocket, and I'm sleeping in a women's shelter. I hitchhiked my way here to save money. If my father had killed me tonight, no one would have missed me."
She started crying again.
"You are welcome to stay with us while you recover." I offered. "Then you can go back to your life, or you can work here with us. Mary has been complaining that we need to hire another waitress."
"Who's Mary?" She asked, looking at me.
"Our head waitress," I told her. "She has a daughter and she's dating a welder named Paul."
Once Kat finished eating her soup, I helped her climb upstairs and showed her one of the empty rooms. "You can live with us for as long as you want."
She looked at me, her cheeks blushed. "I'm sore, weak, and I need a shower badly."
"The doctor said only time is going to help with the bruises and the swollen parts," I said. "But we can do something about the shower. Can you walk on your own, or shall I help you?"
"I'm not very steady on my feet, and I don't want to slip in the shower and add to the bruises and bumps I already have."
"You need help?"
She nodded. "I don't think I can manage to shower on my own." When she saw my hesitation she added, "You've seen me naked before."
"Come on," I said, guiding her to my own bathroom. I turned on the water allowing it to heat up. Within moments, I took off all my clothes except my boxers.
Then I helped Kat strip out of her clothes carefully. Some movements caused her pain. She exhibited marks of considerable violence. Her body was covered with bruises, her back, stomach, legs, and arms. There were also bruises on the groin area. Her left temple was swollen, and she had a cut on the right cheek.
She had become so thin I could see her ribs and shrunken muscles.
"You don't have to tell me I look ugly. I know it very well."
"It's not that bad. Tony's food will make you stronger and put some meat on your bones. He's convinced a bowl of pasta can solve all your problems."
Kat smiled at me. "Thank you for doing this for me, Red."
I carefully washed her, avoiding touching the most painful spots. "That's what friends are for."
After showering, I lent her one of my shirts to use as a nightgown.
"We'll find some clothes for you to wear in the morning," I told her.
She looked at me, biting her lower lip. "I'm scared, can I sleep with you tonight? I need to be held."
"Yes, of course you can." I replied kissing the top of her head.
We lay together in bed. I stroked Kat's hair, thanking God that I had found her. My arms tightened around her, accidentally eliciting a groan from her lips, having inadvertently touched some painful spot on her body. I cursed, angry at myself for causing her pain.
She rested her head on my chest. It felt like old times. Kat must have felt the same way because she said, "Remember when we were like this at the willow tree? We used to talk about everything and nothing, all at the same time."
"Of course, I do." I kissed her temple.
"Thank you for letting me stay here with you. I don't want to be alone tonight. I feel safe with you."
"Please, Kat, there is no need to thank me. It's the least I can do for an old friend in need." I said quietly. "We should get some rest now."
She brushed her lips against mine. "Thank you, Red. You're the best friend I could wish for."
She took a painkiller, and before long, she was sound asleep.
CHAPTER 10
I don't know how Kat managed to get some sleep that night, but she did. The painkiller helped her for sure. Also the fact that she was physically and emotionally exhausted.
I woke up early as usual. Old habits die hard. I was used to waking up with the sunrise.
I got out of bed slowly, to avoid waking her up. I decided not to go out for my usual run.
Tony was already making breakfast. He was an early bird too.
"How is she?" He asked, looking at me.
"She's as good as she can be, considering."
"She slept in your room last night?"
"Yes, she did. She didn't want to be alone."
Tony nodded, placing a cup of coffee in front of me.
"You and Kat were more than friends." It wasn't a question.
"When did my love life become your business?" I asked, smiling while taking a sip.
"I couldn't care less about your love life. I'm thinking about that poor girl's wellbeing."
"What do you mean?" I frowned at him.
"She grew up with an abusive father. Trust doesn't come easy for her."
"We were good friends. I think I was the only person she opened up to."
"Be careful not to jump into a relationship with her before she works out her issues. You'll probably be tested continuously. She might expect you to let her down, so she'll put barriers in the way and put you in situations where loyalty is more like a duty than a choice."
I scratched the back of my head. "Do you really think so? We were really close back then. She even said she loved me before I went to college."
"Wait and see, young padawan."
I groaned.
"Kat is going to need clothes. I thought about calling Mary and ask her to lend her some outfits." I said, changing the subject.
"Good idea. I'm making her breakfast." He went back to the kitchen.
I called Mary and gave her a brief account of the situation. As usual, she was happy to help. Paul, Mary's boyfriend, brought a bag with clothes to the restaurant before dropping Sabrina off at school.
"I thought about bringing her breakfast to bed." Tony said to me once Paul left.
"Sounds good to me," I said and followed him upstairs.
I gently knocked on my bedroom door.
"Kat? Are you awake? Are you presentable? Tony is here with me."
"I am. Come on in," she invited us inside.
"Good morning, Kat. We thought about bringing you breakfast." Tony's cheerful voice greeted her.
"Thank you, guys. You're sweet. There was no need."
"Well, it's a welcome gesture to our 'ohana'," Tony said setting the tray down on the night table. "We like having you here with us."
Kat let out a cry of pain as she pulled herself up. She took a toast from the tray and gave it a small bite.
I rolled my eyes. "You really need to stop quoting Disney movies, Tony. Kat probably doesn't know what 'ohana' means."
"It means family. It's from Lilo and Stitch," Kat said with her mouth full.
Tony clapped. "Bravo. Our family is little and broken but still good." He said, probably quoting a movie again. "And you are welcome to join us.
"Awwwww, 'mahalo', Tony. That's so sweet of you."
"I know. I'm a sweet guy," he replied with a smile.
Kat laughed, but suddenly stopped and grabbed her side.



"Careful. You were beaten up really bad." I pointed out.
She took a deep breath.
"How are you feeling today?" I asked.
"Like a train wreck victim. Every inch of my body seems to be aching or sore, but I'll be alright."
"Take it easy. The doctor said you should rest." I reminded her.
"I'm sure I'll be almost completely back to normal after breakfast... well, except for some aches and pains, but I'm used to them."
She took the cup from the tray and sipped her coffee slowly.
"We need to go to the police station later, if you feel like it," I said.
Kat clenched her teeth. "Of course I'll go. I want that bastard in jail." Her eyes were swirling with emotion. They were sad, but there was also shame, anger, hurt, and loneliness there.
"We'll drive you there," I told her. "Mary's boyfriend brought some clothes for you to wear."
I placed the bag on the bed and she inspected the contents.
"Ooh, a brush. I can brush my hair. And lipstick!" She exclaimed, delighted. "I'll thank her, when I see her. I lost my duffel bag at the trailer. I don't have a place to stay right now so I have to carry every possession I have with me."
"We'll ask the police if you can retrieve it from the trailer when we go to the station." I said.
"I need to use the bathroom." Kat shifted slightly, grabbing her ribs.
"Can you walk on your own, or shall I help you?" I offered.
"I can manage," Kat assured me.
"Anything you need, just ring me. Use the phone on the night table. There is a list of the internal numbers." I explained.
Kat nodded. She stood up very slowly refusing any help from Tony or me.
"Nothing is going to happen to you," Tony said. "Red and I won't let anyone hurt you."
Kat smiled at him softly. "I know. Thank you both." She was still shaken, and it was obvious her mind was processing what had happened last night.
"You're welcome. I guess we'll leave you to it then," Tony said, moving to the door.
Later that day, we went to the police station to sign our statements. Bert informed us that they were going to bring police dogs in from the city to help look for Kat's mother's body. They feared the worst.
In the afternoon, Kat felt strong enough to come down to the restaurant. Her damp hair was slicked back. She was wearing a pair of Mary's jeans that fit her in the hips but were obviously too long. She'd rolled them up to keep from treading on the hems. She was also wearing a red t-shirt with a scooped neck that was a bit tight and emphasized her generous breasts. Her face was swollen and showed patches of blue and black, but she looked gorgeous to me.
'The Jammed' was busy as usual. Some of the locals recognized Kat and approached to say hello. Of course, by now, everyone in town knew what had happened last night.
Kat thanked Mary for her help during one of her breaks, and Mary instructed her in her duties as a future waitress.
I overheard Mary saying, "I've been in your situation. Red and Tony saved me. They are really good people. Life will get better, trust me."
"Thank you for your words. They have both been wonderful with me."
****
Kat came to my room again that night. She lay in bed with me, and we cuddled. Her eyes locked on mine. I held Kat very carefully. Her face was just a couple of inches from my lips. I lifted her chin gently and leaned in, brushing my lips lightly across hers. That's was it, an innocent goodnight kiss.
So, it surprised me when Kat's hand grabbed my side and pulled me closer. She deepened the kiss. The explosion of heat that I felt when Kat's tongue touched mine was hypnotic.
"Kat, I lov..." I started to say huskily.
She pulled back abruptly, breaking our contact.
I opened my eyes, confused. She was looking anywhere but at me.
I reached for Kat, only for her to recoil at my touch.
I moved away from my friend. My throat was tight. I wanted to ask her why, but couldn't find the words. I was afraid to open my mouth.
"This is a mistake," she said.
"It was just an innocent kiss. Nothing else was going to happen. Trust me."
I looked at her and found that she was shaking her head. Her fingers pulled at her lips. Lips that I had just kissed full on.
"I need to go."
"Please, don't. Let's talk about this. I'm sorry if I crossed a line..."
Kat shook her head. I stood there, rooted in place while she walked to my door.
"Stop apologizing, please! You did nothing wrong, Red. It's not you, it's me. I'm not ready for this."
My heart stopped when the door opened. I wanted to stop her from walking away but I didn't. I knew it wouldn't get me anywhere.
"You can sleep in the spare room I showed you yesterday. You'll find anything you need in the wardrobe," I told her before she closed the door.
I rubbed my hands up and down my face before screaming out in frustration.
***
The next day I talked with Tony about what had happened. He understands women's psychology better than me.
Once I finished my account, Tony rubbed his jaw, deep in thought.
"I warned you that something like this might happen," Tony said. "Her mother is missing, probably beaten to death by her abusive father who is going to jail. The poor girl is a mess. She is alone in the world."
"She doesn't have to be," I said. "She has me. And you too. You said it, she is part of our 'ohana' now."
Tony let out a short laugh at my attempt at Disney-talk.
"True, but she doesn't feel part of our family yet. She might feel we are doing this out of pity or charity."
"It's not pity or charity. We are friends!"
Tony moved his head up and down slowly.
"She probably feels she is weak in needing someone and is determined to prove that she can be strong, that she doesn't need anyone. Growing up with an abusive father didn't do her self-esteem any good. She probably thinks she is not worthy of being loved."
I shook my head. "That makes no sense to me."
"Kat is full of emotional scars, disappointments, and other negative experiences, Red. That's why she doesn't let people get too close. It's better if you give her space. She's scared."
"Scared of what? I'm not going to hurt her, and that bastard father of hers is going to rot in jail."
"Kat is in love with you, you fool. She's scared of her feelings for you. That poor girl is not the type of woman who is comfortable being in love."
Tony paused to let his words sink in. "By the way, you are in love with her too, and you are scared as well."
Tony was obviously enjoying my discomfort. I didn't bother to deny it.
"Are you serious about her?" he asked me.
We'd never discussed women before. I hated talking about my feelings. If this was anyone else, I'd clam up, but I knew Tony and trusted him.
"I am," I replied confidently. "She's the only girl I ever trusted. The only one I ever loved. We were an item in high-school even when neither of us called it a relationship."
"The operative word here is 'were'. A lot of things have happened in your lives since then. You can't pick up your relationship with her where you left off," Tony patted my hand. "I'm sure, she'll return to you when she's ready."
"What am I supposed to do in the meantime?"
Tony bit his lower lip thinking. "You'll have to prove to her that you're still trustworthy, that you aren't someone who is going to hurt her, that you are a safe haven for her."
"How do I do that? How do I get her to lower her guard?
"You have to lower your own, tough boy. I think a straight approach would be a mistake. If you come strongly on to her, she'll run from that, raise her defenses and back off emotionally."
"Then what do you suggest?" I asked dryly.
Tony pursed his lips as he thought, then said, "You have to approach her in a nonthreatening manner, as a friend."
"I don't want to be just her friend."
"I know, young padawan. Patience; even miracles take a little time."
CHAPTER 11
I was a man of habits. I had my daily routine. It started with a run at the nearest forest trail. After my run, breakfast followed, then a shower before taking care of the business.
Routine made me feel safe because it meant I had structure in my life. It offered predictability in an unpredictable world.
Kat and Tony usually waited for me, so we could all have breakfast together. We were together almost daily. I kept her in the friend zone as Tony suggested. We talked mainly about the present and the restaurant.
Kat settled into her new job, and her new life, over the next weeks. She seemed to feel more content in her own skin.
She usually worked the morning shift, and double shift if 'The Jammed' was packed. She was always eager to please and a hard worker.
I had a hard enough time, literally, when she dressed in her work clothes.
I hated when another man looked at her, I felt nothing but murderous rage. I wanted to be the only one looking at her.
All the time, my imagination was running wild and I had to fight every urge I had to reach out and touch her. To feel just the smallest amount of her skin against mine. A simple graze of my fingers against hers would suffice. I was not asking for much. Although I know I was. She was not ready.
The only problem was there weren't enough moments. She avoided being alone with me whenever possible. Even when I caught her looking, she averted her eyes the moment they met mine. I tried to be respectful and gave her the space she needed.
"I want to do right by her, Tony, I do."
"For what it's worth, I think she does like you, she's just afraid to open up," Tony explained to me.
"It doesn't seem she likes me," I said with frustration.
"Did you notice the way she fumbles over the smallest things when you're near her? If she doesn't like you, you wouldn't affect her in that way. "You're meant to be together," Tony assured me. "You just have to show her that."
***
One night I went up to my room really late.
A door opened quietly behind me. I turned and saw Kat coming down the corridor. She was dressed in an oversize t-shirt and for my sake I hoped she had shorts on underneath, because all I could see were her legs and they were very bare.
I wished I knew how to talk to her in a way to get her to open up.
I looked up and made eye contact with her.
"Hi," I said.
"Hi." Her reply was soft, quiet.
"Why are you up?" I asked.
"I couldn't sleep."
"Do you want to talk about it?"
She shrugged. "I don't want to sound like a broken record."
It took me a good deal of time to select exactly the right words.
"I'm so sorry, Kat; sorry he did that to you. Sorry he hurt you like this."
I placed my hand on her back and rubbed it gently. She didn't flinch. I remembered Tony's advice: 'You need to open up yourself.'
"At least something good came from all this," I said.
Kat looked at me as if I were crazy.
"You're back in my life. I missed you."
Her eyes welled with tears.
"That's the sweetest thing anyone's ever said to me." She sniffed and her tears welled up again.
I kept rubbing her back up and down.
"So, why is there no one on the scene?" Kat asked once she recovered.
I laughed softly under my breath but said nothing, which only piqued her curiosity more.
"Girlfriend? Friend with benefits? Boyfriend?" she insisted.
"No, no, and definitely no, thank you very much."
"Why not?"
"One gay in the family is more than enough."
She gave my arm a gentle nudge. It felt like old times.
"You know what I'm asking, smarty pants. You're a great guy. You'd make a terrific partner for someone. How come you're alone?"
"The job, for one: long hours, no free days, it doesn't help a relationship."
"So there's never been anyone serious? Not ever?"
I was silent for a moment. I didn't want to push her, but I didn't want to lie. I decided to lower my guard.
"There was someone once, years ago... We were really close."
She smiled, and I knew it was the right thing to say.
"You and I, we were really close back then. Now we don't share as we used to, do we?" Kat asked me.
"Add 'at all' and you'll be a little closer to the mark." I gave Kat a wry smile.
"I'm sorry. "I know I've been avoiding you. I know you've noticed. Please believe me that it has nothing to do with you. I'm so very extremely fucked up right now."
"Let me help you. We could talk about anything. I miss that."
"The moments we shared together are the only happy memories in my life." Kat was getting misty misty-eyed. "I missed you so terribly when you went off to college."
Her mouth twisted in a sad grin.
"You left for college, and I was stuck in Middletown. I had no life, no friends, no future. There was a hole inside me I could not seem to fill up with your emails and your phone calls. I began to resent you. I imagined you with other girls. I know that doesn't make much sense. But it's an honest description of how I felt."
She paused. I said nothing. This explanation made more sense to me than the reasons she had given me the night we rescued her.
"This... between us... I'm confused... I don't want a relationship, right now. I'm not sure if I'll ever be ready to have one. I'm damaged goods and you deserve better." She whispered.
I was captivated by the emotions flitting across her face.
"It's okay, Kat. We can be friends like we used to be in the past. Without the benefits, of course."
"I'd like that, Red. I'd like that a lot. Thank you."
"My pleasure, Kat. We'll get through this together."
"Good Night," she mumbled, and gave me a quick hug, a kiss on the cheek and ran back to her room.
"Good night," I said, but she was already gone.
CHAPTER 12
The next morning I had to solve a problem at the bank and didn't come back to 'The Jammed' till 11 AM.
I knew something was wrong the minute I entered the restaurant. Tony was not singing. The mood was gloomy and depressed.
"Bert called," Tony explained to me. "The dogs finally found Kat's mother's body. Her father buried her in a forest not far from the trailer park where they lived. The bastard is going to spend the rest of his life in prison."
"Where is Kat?" I asked.
I looked at Tony, but he just shrugged. "She left as soon as she heard the news."
"Do you think she went down to the police station?" Mary asked no one in particular.
"No, I don't think so. She wants to grieve alone. She doesn't like to be pitied." I said, thinking aloud.
"She might want to grieve alone, but I'm sure she'll welcome a good friend at her side." Tony paused a little, gave me a significative look and then asked, "Is there a special place you two used to hang out?"
That was when the light bulb went on.
"I know exactly where she is," I said. "Can you take care of everything while I'm gone, Tony?"
"Certamente. Go, we'll hold the fort here."
It didn't take me long to find her. She was at the old willow tree, of course. I approached her slowly.
"Kat?"
She jumped when I touched her arm. She sat up and moved her matted hair away from her face. I handed her a tissue, looking at her questioningly.
"I thought you might need a friendly shoulder to cry on. I can leave you alone if you prefer..."
She took the tissue from my hand and wiped her eyes.
"No, Red. Please don't go. You're right. I need my friend right now."
I nodded and sat at her side. I wrapped my arms around her body and cuddled her.
We remained like that for what seemed hours, then she quietly told me, "You have no idea what it's like to grow up with an abusive father. It makes you feel helpless. It's terrifying. Plain and simply terrifying. You never know what will trigger an outburst of violence. One second you are laughing, the next you're being punished for some minuscule perceived behavior. I feel angry about being robbed of what should have been a very innocent time of life."
"None of it was your fault, Kat." I offered.
"No, but... I don't know if that makes me feel any better." She swallowed hard, "I should have..."
She stopped. I didn't know what to say, so I just ran my fingers through her hair. I wished there were some magic words to make her feel better, but no such words seemed to exist.
She looked up at me. Her eyes moved over my face, down my arms and back again.
"I was lucky. I survived. My mother didn't. I think about my mom and I can't fathom how much it affected her. I am extremely angry with myself and I feel guilty for not doing anything to help her."
"You can't help those who don't want to help themselves, Kat. You did the best you could."
She swallowed hard and drew in a deep breath.
"I'm good at burying things. Burying unpleasant memories deep inside myself, in a locked box inside my soul. However, this locked box goes everywhere that I go, clanging a horrible sound as I carry it around, a sound only I can hear."
She cried bitter tears, and her grief seemed bottomless.
"Fate will never shine in my favor again. Why would she? She took it all away. Wiped out every single thing I had."
"You still have me," I said in a hushed voice.
She looked at me, raised her hand and rested it gently on my cheek. I held my breath, anxious for what she was about to do. Her eyes moved back and forth over mine, questioningly. I wanted to nod or tell her it was okay to touch me, but I was afraid to break the spell of the moment. She dropped her hand all too soon for my liking.
"Whenever you're around, I'm not scared anymore. I feel... safe."
She wrapped her arms around my body and squeezed me really tight.
"Thank you for being here for me, Red," she said clearing her throat. "Thank you for being my trusted friend."
She leaned up to give me a soft peck. It sent shivers down my spine. I was dying to kiss her back, but I didn't want to push her.
"You're welcome, Kat. You know you can always count on me. I'm here for you whenever you need me."
She gave me a soft punch in the arm.
"I know."
I didn't want to ruin the moment, but I needed to say something for her benefit.
"Listen, Kat. You need to unpack all this with a professional. Get rid of the darn box. There is a great counseling center here in Middletown. I'm not a therapist. I cannot fix you."
I was waiting for an outburst. None came. She actually laughed.
"Talk about the pot calling the kettle black. Have you asked yourself why you have never been in a serious relationship? I'll make a deal with you, Red. I'll go counseling if you fix your relationship with your mother."
Ouch! I didn't expect that my words would backfire.
I looked at the distance between the both of us and held her closer.
"It's a deal." I sighed. She was right about me. It was time to heal.
We stood there in a tight embrace.
"I want you to get better." I finally said.
"What if I can't get better?" she shuddered. "This isn't some illness I can just take medicine to get rid of, Red. You of all people should know that. This is me" she said marking every word. "I'm fucked up."
"Stop it, Kat. Just stop it." I said, hugging her tight. "Your fears are not you. Do you hear me? They don't define who you are. Any other person in your situation would have become a drunkard or a drug addict. Not you. You fought long and hard for a better life. I'm really proud of you."
Tears were streaming down her face.
"Oh, Red!" Her sobs nearly broke my heart.
"We have each other, Kat. We'll always have each other."
Later that week, she started seeing a therapist who had experience dealing with abuse cases.
We held a private memorial service for Kat's mother once her body was released.
CHAPTER 13
On my side, I had a long talk with my father about my intention to look for my mother. She was something we simply never talked about. It was as if she never existed. The prospect of reconnecting with her was more terrifying than appealing. I had no idea how I would integrate her into my life, a life that did not include her, that a life that was very much built on her absence.



Dad neither encouraged me nor discouraged me.
"Red, the kind of relationship you want to have with your mother was always your choice." He said after I explained my plans to him. "I didn't say anything when you decided to give her the silent treatment, and I won't say anything now if you decide to reconnect with her. If seeking her out is something you feel you need to do, then you have my blessing. Just keep her out of my way."
However, finding my mother proved to be harder than expected. The only email address I had was closed. Her phone number was no longer in service. My letters were returned, stamped 'no such person, address unknown'.
I decided to look her up on the internet. There were no social media accounts in her name.
Finally, I gave up and hired a P.I. to find her. A week later, he informed me that she was living in a town 100 miles away from Middletown. The report included an address and a phone number.
So, with a heavy heart and trembling stomach, I finally worked up the nerve to call a woman whose absence from my life had affected me so badly. I was surprised by how easily I still recognized the sound of her voice. At first, she couldn't believe it was really me who was calling. My voice and my hands were shaking. Then, when she realized it was really me, and that I wanted to see her, the waterworks started. When she calmed down, after the usual pleasantries, we settled on a day that I would come to see her.
On the day of the meeting I went through my closet. What do you wear when you haven't seen your mother in more than 10 years?
Kat and Tony wished me luck. They both offered to come with me, but this was something I had to do alone. Things between Kat and I were much better. Her therapy sessions were slowly starting to make a change in her. We started to walk to the old willow tree holding hands every day. Some days we talked non-stop. Some days we just held each other in silence.
When my mother answered the door, I thought she had changed a lot. She looked thin and pale. Her skin looked sallow and sick.
I stood there a moment, uncertain. I wasn't sure what I'd been hoping for when I'd come here. I finally found my voice.
"Hello, mother. You look..." I was going to say 'good', but it was obviously a lie, so I said the first word that came to my mind, "...thin."
"Well, having cancer does wonders for your figure." She replied with a sad smile.
I was stunned. There was an awkward silence as I stood there in disbelief.
"I'm sorry... I didn't mean..."
She waved my words aside.
"You look very handsome, Red. Please come in. I made tea and chocolate cake."
She lived in a small apartment, a bedroom with a kitchen and living room connected.
"I'm glad you finally called me, Red," she said, pouring some tea in my cup. "It's green tea. It's supposed to boost my immune system. I have coffee if you don't like it."
"Green tea is fine." I added some sugar and took a sip. "I'm sorry it took me so long to contact you, mother. Stubbornness runs in the family."
She gave me an understanding smile.
"I never held it against you, Red. You were an innocent victim in a bad situation."
I took another sip of my tea and asked. "Are you married?"
She shook her head. "I was, but I'm not anymore."
"What happened with...?"
"Andy and I divorced years ago," she explained.
"I'm sorry things didn't work for you. What happened?" I wasn't really sorry, but it seemed the right thing to say.
"We wanted a family of our own. We tried, but I couldn't get pregnant. They performed tests on both of us and discovered I had ovarian cancer. Whatever punishment I deserved for my sins started that day." She lowered her head and let out a long sigh.
"I'm truly sorry to hear that, mother." This time I really was. "I'm sorry about my previous comment too. It was really thoughtless."
"Forget about it, Red. You were surprised to see me like this after all these years. You have grown yourself into a handsome man."
"Thank you, mother. Please go on."
"Well, Andy walked with me every step of the road till I was cancer-free. However, he wanted a family of his own and we went through a messy divorce. Last thing I heard through the grapevine was that he is single now."
"It seems he didn't get any punishment for his sins."
"I wouldn't be so sure about that. Studies also show that his testicles were damaged so badly that he couldn't father of a baby. A week after I moved out of the farm he was beaten up very badly. He spent some time at the city hospital and even more time in rehab. That precipitated our decision to move out of Middletown."
"I never knew about it."
"Well, your father wasn't going to tell you about it, and you weren't talking to me at all."
"Do you think Dad had something to do with it?"
"Good for Dad if he had," I thought.
My mother shrugged. "Probably. The police didn't really investigate it. Ten people, including a judge, swore your father was with them at the time of the beating."
Mom sipped her tea and continued her story, "Anyway, I was cancer free for some years. I focused on my work and I lived my life through my friends and their families. I became 'auntie Ginger'."
She smiled at the thought, but then her expression was clouded over by sadness.
"Now the cancer is back to finish what it started years ago."
"You don't have to face this alone. I want to be here for you."
She got teary-eyed.
"Thank you, Red. That means more to me than you can imagine. However I'm not alone. I have friends and a support net. I can't ask you to do this for me."
"You're not asking me, mother. I'm offering. I really mean it."
"Thank you, Red. I don't deserve your help, but I'll take it just to keep seeing you."
I bit my piece of chocolate cake.
"What happened between you and Dad?"
She nodded as if she was expecting that question.
"When I was young, I was a silly teenager trapped on a farm. You know my mother gave birth to me when she was almost forty. I was like a miracle because mom was told she couldn't get pregnant. I was a spoiled only child. However, I was alone and bored most of the time. I was suffocating. I was unhappy. Foolishly, I expected people to prioritize my needs above their own. I used to fill my mind with romance stories. I was always dreaming about a prince coming to take me away from my boring life. So when your father showed interest in me, I saw him as my chance to be rescued."
She shook her head and her lips curved in a sad smile.
"However, I only changed one prison for another. Living with a farmer was a hard life. I was barely 19 years old, and I found myself being a housewife and, a couple of years later, a mother. I wasn't ready for any of those roles. So I kept living in my fantasy more than I was living in reality. I watched movies and read romance novels all day. When I met Andy, I imagined our forbidden love was just another of my stories."
"Did you ever love Dad at all?" I asked, trying to hide the disgust in my voice.
"That's a tough one. I did love your dad, but not as he deserved to be loved. He was a good man and a great provider. He wasn't very good at expressing his emotions, but he was a loving man in his own way. I tried to be a good wife for him, but I'm positive I failed. I wasn't the best of mothers either."
I wasn't going to argue with her about that.
"When you left, I had tremendous feelings of abandonment and rage towards you. I resented what you did to us. Why did you cheat on Dad?" I asked her.
"Plain and simple selfishness. I was a very selfish woman back then. I treated your father as if he was simply there to serve me, to give me what I wanted, to make my life easier. I wanted a different life and simply ran away with the first man that offered it to me. What I did was never about hurting your father or you, but about doing what I thought was best for me. Of course, I was naïve thinking you wouldn't be hurt. The silent treatment you gave me forced me to face the consequences of my actions. It was brutal and certainly snapped me out of the fog I was living in at that time."
She wiped her eyes.
"Was it worth it? Were you happier with him?"
"I wish I could say I wasn't, but the truth is I was happier with my new life than living at the farm. I started having a real social life. I took some adult classes and started to work. I was happy till the karma train rolled all over me."
I looked at my mother not knowing what to say to her. She didn't mind wrecking her husband's and her son's lives to pursue her own happiness. I had given my mother two options in the letter I had written to her: your family or your lover. At that time, I thought she had chosen her lover. Now I realized she had gone for option number three, she had chosen herself.
Her eyes were watery and I just kept staring. After a few seconds she was finally able to catch her breath and said, "Red, as I said, I was very selfish. I looked out for my own happiness and I hurt you and your father in the process. For that, I'm truly sorry. You both deserved better."
When it was time for me to go, I had a lot to digest. I'd gained some answers to my questions, but I wasn't sure what to do with them.
"I love you, son," she said. "I always have. Maybe not as you deserved to be loved, but I did the best I could."
"I know," I said, "I love you too. For what it's worth, I forgive you."
Her eyes got wide in surprise. I knew she wasn't expecting that. By forgiving my mother, I freed myself from the anger of the resentment I'd been carrying for a big piece of my life.
Her eyes got instantly wet and quaky.
"Can I hug you?" She asked me with a pleading look on her face.
"Of course, you can."
She gave me a tight hug and I found myself hugging her back. She sobbed in silence on my shoulder.
We agreed that we both wanted to stay in touch. We talked on the phone, and I drove to the hospital to be with her during her last days. Kat came with me sometimes. Tony did too. I got to tell her about my life and what had happened since she left. I purposely left Dad out of our talks. Mom understood what I was doing and never asked me about him.
The last time I saw her, I knew she didn't have much time left. Her doctor said it was a matter of weeks. The cancer had invaded her body.
"Don't cry for me, Red. I'm going to a better place. Life is too short to waste your time looking sad."
"I love you, mom," I told her with tears in my eyes.
"I love you too, Red. One of my many regrets is that I never told you enough how much I loved you," she said in a whisper.
I'll always remember her parting words.
The next morning I got a call informing me that she had passed away during the night. She was heavily sedated and she died in her sleep. I was surprised. It wasn't supposed to happen so soon. I was sorry I couldn't be at her side, but her friend told me she wasn't alone. She was there with her. She also informed me my mother wanted to be cremated and have her ashes spread into the Pacific Ocean.
Kat, Tony and I were there. Mom's best friend asked me to spread a handful of her ashes. Kat was holding my hand.
While I was spreading her ashes I prayed, "May you find the peace and love you've been looking for in Heaven, Mom."
CHAPTER 14
Life went on, and my relationship with Kat continued to grow. The moments I shared with her were precious. She seemed really happy. And I was happy too. Very happy.
One evening, we had just closed when Tony came to me and asked me, "I need a big favor: could you bring me some spices I need from Nearville? I'd go and get them myself, but I have to take care of something here. I already called and they are expecting you. It's only a half hour drive."
"One-hour drive back and forth just to get some spices that you can probably buy at the local market!" I said with frustration.
He shook his head, pinching his nose, "Red, Red, Red, if you are what you eat, then I only want to eat the good stuff. The spices they sell here are not good enough for my dishes. Different brands of spices have different temperaments and ways of interacting with the food." Tony explained to me.
I shrugged and went out of the restaurant. I knew he was up to something, but couldn't guess what it was.
Fifty-five minutes later, I was back with the darn spices. All the lights of the restaurant were off except for one.
"Hey," I yelled to the darkness. "I'm back."
A sole light caught my attention. A checkered cloth covered table was set out with breadsticks and a candle in the neck of a wine bottle.
Kat appeared at my side, or so it seemed. She took my hand in hers and guided me to the table.
Tony came out of the shadows with a plate in his hand.
I helped Kat with her chair and then seated myself.
"This is beautiful," I said, stating my thoughts. "You really surprised me."
Tony placed one spaghetti special in the middle of the table. Heavy on the meatballs. I looked at him. "Just one plate?"
Tony threw me an exasperated look, raising his arms to the ceiling.
"Oh, come on, Red. You can't be that clueless. Spaghetti, meatballs, candles ...." He spread his arms indicating the table.
Kat's cheeks flushed.
"In Lady and the Tramp, that's what they eat when he takes her out. It's a very romantic scene. They kiss and everything," Kat explained for my benefit.
"I know. I'm not that clueless. It's safe to assume I'm the tramp," I joked.
"In this case, I think we are both tramps," Kat said.
I looked at Kat. "If you think I'm sharing my spaghetti strand with Tony, forget it." Then I winked at Tony and said, "Just as long as you don't start singing 'Bella Notte,' we'll be fine."
"Spoil-sport," he pouted.
I looked back at Kat and joked, "However, I'll let you have the last meatball... that's definitely yours. I love you that much!"
Her eyes went wide.
"Do you still... love me, Red?" her voice became a whisper in the last two words. "Do you really love me?" Kat repeated, hesitatingly, as if she could hardly believe what she was hearing.
"I love you like I have never loved anyone, Kat," I replied sincerely. "I had always loved you. You and I have a history together. Our souls are linked. I will love you forever if you let me."
I looked her straight in the eyes. Kat looked right back at me. "I'm deeply flawed. I still think I'm damaged goods, but I love you with all my heart and all my damaged soul," she whispered.
"Not damaged. Your dad certainly was. Your mother was. You aren't. They made you feel that way because you grew up surrounded by messed up people. You're strong, you're courageous, you're caring, you're kind, you're generous, you're attractive, you're loving."
She had tears running down her cheeks.
"You saved me, Red. I don't know what I did to deserve you, but I'm the luckiest girl in the world to have you in my life." She leaned forward to kiss me. I kissed her back lovingly.
"The flower that blooms in adversity is the most rare and beautiful of all." Tony said when we broke the kiss. "Spaghetti is getting cold."
I looked up at him. "Thank you, Tony. For everything."
He took a short bow. "You're welcome, my friend. I suddenly remember I have something else to do someplace else. Don't wait up for me. I won't return till tomorrow. Ciao, i miei cari. I'll leave it up to you to figure what's for dessert." He winked at us and left the restaurant.
We devoured the deliciously steaming pasta and enjoyed a bottle of good chianti.
Once the plates were cleared, and the bottle of wine was empty, we walked hand in hand heading upstairs. We entered my room.
In the next instant, my arms were around her, my mouth claiming hers. Kat clutched at my shoulders to remain upright.
She tasted of wine, sweet and strong. She moaned into my mouth with pleasure as my tongue lashed her own.
I abruptly broke the kiss, my mouth trailing down her neck.
I whispered, "I want you, but I will stop if you want me to."
She snorted. "Do you think I went through all this trouble with Tony to say 'no'?"
She kissed my lips with hunger, "I want you too, silly."
She took off her top and her bra to reveal her magnificent breasts. I moved to claim the hard nipples that were revealed. I sucked at them, twirling my tongue around the tips.
There was a raw desire in her eyes.
"Kat?" I murmured unbuttoning my pants and pulling them down slowly.
"Yes?" she asked vaguely.
My eyes slid over her naked body and breathed, "You're beautiful."
"Thank you," she blushed. "You're not bad yourself."
I took off my shirt and told her, "Lay on the bed."
"Yes, master," she joked.
I chuckled. "I like the sound of that. Master. It has a nice ring."
"Hmmm." Kat squinted her eyes. "Don't get used to it, mister."
"Party pooper," I pouted and she smiled. These were the kind of games we used to play when we were friends with benefits. I lay on top of her. My hardness ground against her tender flesh. She wrapped her legs around my hips and rubbed herself against me. Her pussy was soaked.
Kat moaned, her hands clutching at my shoulders with excitement. In one long push I entered her fully. She was dripping wet. Her pussy was incredibly warm and tight. Our eyes never left each other.
She tilted her head back, moaning. "I missed your cock inside me, Red."
"I missed being inside you," I whispered.
I stayed embedded to my balls for almost a minute and could feel every contraction of her hot sticky velvet walls. I pulled back slowly until just my head was inside, then pushed back in fully. I moved my cock in and out enjoying the incredible feeling of her well lubricated walls rubbing my hard shaft.
"Oooh... a little harder," Kat cooed. "You don't have to be so gentle. I won't break."
I increased my rhythm, pushing into her harder and faster. I thrust into her in rhythm. She lowered her head to my chest as her body matched my thrusts. Her taut nipples brushed against my chest. Her fingers dug for grip in my shoulders as her body rubbed with mine. I could feel my orgasm beginning to build.
My cock went back and forth, stronger each time until my mind couldn't handle it anymore and I emptied myself deep inside her. Kat came right after me. The mutual orgasm was mind-numbing.
In that moment, the world shattered and dissolved around us. It was like our souls melted into one, like we could read each other's minds. We became one. One body, one mind, one soul. There were just no words to express how deep our connection truly went.
I don't know how long we lay like that. Her pussy held my cock firmly. Softly I ran my fingertips up and down her back, enjoying the warmth of her body and her scent.
Eventually, the sensation of her pussy around my cock started getting me hard again.
As she felt my cock getting up again, she looked up at me and asked, "Second round?"
I grinned. "You are just too sexy to stop."
EPILOGUE
I was never one to believe in fairytales and happily-ever-afters. I always figured that when things were too good to be true, they were just that, a beautiful lie.
I never believed in magic or that wishes could come true, but when I look back and see the way my life entwined with Kat's, I can't help but think that we lived our own non-traditional version of a fairytale.
We decided not to get married and keep things the way they were. A wedding was too expensive, too religious, too traditional for our taste. Our love and commitment didn't need a piece of paper.
Maybe we'll change our minds if we have a baby. It's not in our plans for now. We both have to keep working on ourselves before deciding to bring another life to this world. Kat still has a long battle ahead to slay her demons.
Instead, we chose to hold a small ceremony at 'The Jammed' with our friends, our family. Someone said friends are the family you choose. That's absolutely right in our case.



So, one evening, we shared our love and our commitment in front of my dad, my grandparents, Tony, Mary, her husband, Paul, their daughter, Sabrina, and the rest of the crew. Percy, the contractor that helped me with the renovations, was also there with his wife. Tony invited Molly, the owner of the bed and breakfast.
We exchanged rings to let everyone know we loved each other exclusively and we were committed to each other. After we exchanged vows, we held a small private celebration.
There was a lot of drinking, eating, laughing and dancing. We had created such a strong bond between us all that it really felt like family.
Tony finally got to sing 'Bella Notte' and, of course, dedicated it to us,
Oh this is the night it's a beautiful night
and we call it 'bella notte'.
Look at the skies they have stars in their eyes
on this lovely 'bella notte',
side by side with your loved one
you will find the enchantment here.
The night will weave its magic spell
when the one you love is near, oh
this is the night and the heavens all rise
on this lovely 'bella notte'.
THE END
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CHAPTER 1
Annabella checked the gas gauge. She was running on fumes. She didn't want to waste money putting gas in the tank, but she wouldn't be able to reach home unless she added some. She had sold her jewelry and most of her wardrobe for enough cash to get back in town. Her credit cards had been revoked long ago.
Annabella counted her money, plastered on her most charming smile and said, "Two gallons of gas, please."
"You're Annabella Reed, right?" the guy at the gas station asked her.
"Yep, that's me. And you are..."
"Bradley Austin. I was a jock back in high school... football, baseball. Good looking, one of the cool crowd, lots of chicks, always partying, though you'd never know it looking at me now."
Annabella eyeballed him. She vaguely remembered him from high school. High school! That was the last time she'd owned the world.
Bradley was starting to bald, and his work clothes couldn't hide the small beer belly above his waist.
"What are you doing back in town, Annabella?"
"Vacations. Visiting the family," she lied.
"Last I heard you were living in California. You were working as a fashion model or something like that."
"Yeah, something like that," she said, avoiding the subject.
"Count yourself lucky. You were able to get out of Boring-Town." The former jock finished pumping gas and took the money she gave him. "It's been nice chatting with you, Annabella. Good luck."
"You too," she wished.
Ten minutes later, she was driving into the center of Middletown. She saw the town's four-block main street. The courthouse clock was no longer frozen at four minutes past ten, and the fountain in the park had shed its grime. There was also a new restaurant called The Jammed where the old one used to be.
Annabella couldn't postpone it any longer. She let out a long sigh and headed toward her mother's house. Living with her mother had never been easy. She was a true pain in the ass. Always complaining about anything and everything. Annabella was sure she was going to have a cardiac arrest when she saw the old car she was driving.
Annabella remembered her mother's parting words when she left Middletown looking for a better future. "I'm not getting younger or prettier, you better find a wealthy man or a celebrity to support both of us."
Her story had been the typical small-town beauty queen with big-city dreams. She had won a beauty pageant. The prize was a photo session in California. That was how an 18-year-old Annabella set out to seek fame and fortune.
However, her life in California was harder than expected. When she wasn't serving up burgers and beers, she was doing some minor modeling work. The path to success wasn't as easy as she thought it would be. In Middletown, she was a big fish in a small pond, but in California a small fish in a very large pond.
Annabella was cute, true. But there were plenty of cute girls like her. She crossed paths with them in every casting she went to. They were all looking for the same things, and some of them were willing to do anything to get it.
Sooner than later, she discovered the truth about the modeling business and the false promises they made her. Everything was about money and connections. Getting her portfolio done cost her a fortune. First thing she was told, was that she had to lose 10-20 pounds because she had 'too much muscle'.
The next years were a true nightmare for her. Stolen pay. Sexual harassment. Months without a paycheck. Outrageous fees and expenses that ate away at earnings. And no one to turn to for help.
Even after gracing the pages of some well-known magazines, her situation didn't improve. She never made a breakthrough in the fashion scene. Maybe if she'd agreed to have sex with that agent, or that photographer, or that producer... Why hadn't she shut her eyes and let them do what they wanted?
"This is a cutthroat business, princess. If you don't do it, someone else will. There are many girls who are desperate to get a chance." Her agent had been brutally honest with her.
If only she'd stopped resisting and had sex with them. She was a tough girl. Maybe she could have survived the experience. For some reason, she couldn't. She couldn't sell her soul for fame. That's where she drew the line.
She had kissed and made out with a lot of guys in high school. She had engaged in some heavy petting sessions, with some of them, but she never had sex with any of them.
She wasn't a prude either. She loved dressing in sexy clothes to get males' attention and get her ways with them. She loved the power of having a boy twisted around her little finger. Because she was always surrounded by a group of boys, people assumed that she had slept with all of them. The truth was that she lost her virginity on prom night.
When Annabella left Middletown, she thought she could flirt her way into becoming a celebrity. She couldn't be more wrong. California had chewed her up and spat her out.
One of the last job offers she got was in a massage center, but when she went there, she realized the place obviously wasn't only about massages.
Her manager advised her, "This world is not for you, Bella. You always will be a small-town girl. Go back home."
That was the end of her career as a model. She gave up and decided to come back home broken, her dreams shattered. It had been a humbling experience.
Annabella parked her car in front of her mother's house, went out and walked to the door.
She sighed, thinking about a bowl of warm soup and a comfortable bed where she could stretch her legs. After hours of sitting in her car, Bella's limbs were threatening to cramp, and her back ached.
She took a deep breath and rang the bell. Her mother was not happy to see her.
"Hello, mother."
The woman at the door smirked at her daughter.
"Well, well, well, look who's come crawling back to this town full of losers."
Annabella lowered her head and said nothing.
"'I don't need to go to college, mom,' 'I'm going to be a famous model, mom,' you left your poor mother alone to go California. You never sent a penny to me. Well, where is the fame? Where is the fortune?" Annabella's mother sneered.
The look of shame and embarrassment that came over Annabella's face would have softened a rock. But her mother's heart was harder than stone.
"Mom, I drove all the way here from California. I haven't eaten a proper meal in days. I have slept in my car. I don't need this right now."
The woman let her daughter in and went to the kitchen. A few minutes, later she placed a dish in front of Annabella.
"Your old room is still there. You'll have to clean it, do your own laundry, and contribute with half of the expenses of the house if you want to live here. You'll help me with the cooking too. You should start looking for a job as soon as possible. I won't support you," she told her daughter as she watched her devour some heated leftovers.
Annabella nodded absentmindedly.
"There is a new restaurant in town. The owner went to high-school with you. You might ask him for a job as a waitress or washing dishes, if it's not beneath your dignity," her mother went on with a voice full of sarcasm.
Annabella pushed the food down with a long gulp of water.
"That's a good idea, Mom. Thank you. Who's the owner?"
"Red Harding."
Annabella choked, her drink almost coming out her nose. Annabella had been part of Janice Cooper elite group in high school. She was positive Red remembered her. Janice had tried to play a cruel joke on him and she had been there that night.
CHAPTER 2
"Time to eat crow," Annabella muttered under her breath and pushed open the door of the restaurant.
"Looks who's here. The rumors were true. The beauty queen is back," Kat, one of the waitresses, said to no one in particular, as soon as she spotted Annabella entering the restaurant.
Kat turned her head to the kitchen and voiced, "Tony, we have a celebrity in the house." Her voice was full of sarcasm.
Tony, the restaurant chef, stopped his singing and stuck his head out of the kitchen. "Ohhh, sounds like a juicy story," He went back inside for a moment and commanded his sous-chef, "Keep an eye on the sauce and don't let it burn, or I'll hang you by your toes."
"Yes, Chef," the man answered in a very military manner.
Tony went out of the kitchen and stood beside Kat. "Who is she and why do we hate her?"
Kat pointed at the girl walking towards them.
"Meet Annabella Reed, former beauty queen in person. She was part of Janice Cooper's elite group. Being as gorgeous as she is, the elite group was like her natural place to be. The last thing I heard, she won a beauty pageant and went to California to work as a model."
"Well, she looks too thin even for a model," Tony opined, taking a look at Annabella.
Kat rolled her eyes. "Everyone looks thin for you, sweetie."
"What can I say? I'm Italian, I like some meat in there, not just bones. Was she a bully too?"
Kat shook her head.
"Not really, but she was part of the bullies' group and laughed at the poor victims."
"In which groups were Red and you in high school?" Tony asked.
"Red was always a misfit. He never fit in any group. He had this 'dark and mysterious' vibe, that drove girls crazy," Kat explained with dreamy eyes.
"Red was a heartbreaker? I'd have never imagined him as a ladies' man."
"He could have been if he wanted to, but he also had this 'go away' vibe too."
Tony and Kat laughed.
"What about you, Kat?"
"I was briefly part of the elite, but I was mainly a misfit like Red."
"You part of the bullies? That's hard to imagine, sweetie."
"Yeah, not my brightest moment I must admit. I was there because it was better to be part of their group than being bullied. When they intended to play a cruel joke on Red, I couldn't take it anymore and left the group to save him."
"Was that the occasion when Janice pretended to be interested in Red just to get him naked and leave him stranded at the lake?" Tony asked. He had heard the story before.
Kat nodded. "Yep. That was the night we rekindled our friendship."
"My beautiful wife saved me from walking back from the lake completely naked and humiliated," Red explained, giving Kat a very loving kiss. "Which is the reason why we're walking down memory lane?"
Annabella approached them, and asked politely, "Good morning, I'd like to speak with the manager, please?"
Red extended his hand, "Hi, I'm Red Harding, co-owner of the place. This is my business partner and chef Tony Marino, and this beautiful girl at my side, is my charming wife."
"Annabella Reed," she introduced herself, shaking Red's hand.
She looked at Tony, then at Kat and finally back at Red.
"Wife?"
Kat smiled wide and extended her left hand to show off the diamond ring on her finger.
"Yes, wife. We got married four months ago when Red Junior decided to show up." Kat caressed her baby bump, and Annabella realized why she hadn't recognized her at first. She was pregnant. Her face was round, and her cheeks were rosy. She had cut her hair short too.
"Congratulations," Annabella said sincerely. "I'm happy for you two."
"Table for one?" Kat asked Annabella.
Bella blushed and lowered her head, "No, I'm actually looking for a job. I have experience as a waitress."
"A job? What happened with your career as a model?" Kat asked in surprise.
"It's a long story, but achieving success was not as easy as I supposed it would be," Annabella swallowed hard, "Things didn't work out for me as expected in California. I'm basically broken, and I crawled back home with my tail between my legs. I need a job. Any job. My mother practically told me that she was going to throw me out of the house if I don't bring any money in. And I just got home yesterday."
"Tough love. My father would approve her methods," Red said sincerely.
Annabella raised her head, her eyes were shiny. "I know I wasn't exactly the best friend to any of you. I was always hanging with Janice. I laughed of her jokes and did nothing to defend the poor victims. I wasn't as brave as you were, Kat. I'll never forget how you stood up for Red that night. I was a selfish person and a coward. It's hard for me to face you, knowing some of the crap I pulled."
There was nothing left of the young entitled Annabella they all knew.
"We have all made choices we regret," Kat said.
Red cleared his throat to get Bella's attention.
"Look, we're not hiring any personnel right now. I'll let you know if we have an opening in the future," Red explained her. "Are you staying with your mother?"
"Yes, I am, for now. Thank you anyway, Red. You're being kinder to me than I deserve. Again, I'm sorry for everything I did." She turned around to walk away, but Red's voice stopped her.
"My Dad was looking for someone to help him on the farm. He was looking for a man, but you don't lose anything trying."
"Thank you, Red. I'll give it a try anyway."
When Annabella got home, she dusted off her old bicycle, and biked her way to the Harding's farm. When she reached there, she was sweaty, and her muscles were sore and stiff.

CHAPTER 3
When Annabella reached the farm, John Harding was milking a cow by hand in the stable.
"Good morning, Ms. Reed. I heard you were back in town," the farmer greeted the girl without taking his eyes off the cow.
"Yeah, I just got back yesterday evening," she replied climbing down from her bike.
"What can I do for you, Ms. Reed?" the farmer asked her.
"Call me Annabella, or just Bella, Mr. Harding." She took a deep breath, forced a smile on her face, and said, "As it happens, this is your lucky day. Red told me you're looking for someone to help you around the farm. Well, I'm your woman."
John Harding didn't say anything for what seemed the longest time. Then he spoke up again. "Thanks for your offer, Bella, but you're not the kind of help I'm looking for."
Her experience in hundreds of castings had taught Bella not to take no for an answer.
"Of course I am."
"I'm curious, why's that?" the farmer standing up and looking at her with a smile.
"Because you're obviously an intelligent man, and you can see that I'm a terrific worker," Annabella replied.
"What I see is that I need a man."
She smiled sweetly. "Don't we all? Wealthy and not married if you ask me."
John Harding laughed, amused by her flippancy. "I'm only going to hire a man."
"I'll just pretend I didn't hear that, Mr. Harding, since sexual discrimination is illegal in this country."
John Harding laughed out loud.
"Are you going to sue me, Annabella?"
Another woman might have given up, but Annabella had less than ten dollars in her pocket and she needed a job badly.
"You're making a big mistake, Mr. Harding. An opportunity like me doesn't come along every day," she insisted.
"I know. I wish I could help you, Bella. What I have is hard manual labor. The grass needs to be mowed; the buildings need to be painted; the roof of the barn needs to be repaired. It'll take a man to do that kind of work."
She pouted. "I'm stronger than I look, and I'll work harder than any man you'll ever find."
John Harding looked at her thin arms and snorted. "You probably are, but sadly I don't think you are qualified to do the job, Bella. I'm truly sorry."
John Harding stood up, reached into his rear pocket, and pulled out a wallet that had molded to the shape of his hip. "Here's twenty bucks."
She needed the twenty dollars badly, but she needed a job more, and she shook her head. "I don't want charity, Mr. Harding. I want steady work."
He placed two ten-dollar bills in her hand again, and closed her fingers around them. "It's not charity, it's a friend helping a friend."
Annabella swallowed her pride and accepted them.
"Thank you, I'll pay you back as soon as I get a job, Mr. Harding."
He waved her words away.
"Have you talked with Red?"
"Yes, sir, I did. He's not hiring right now."
John rubbed his chin. "Remember Derek Hayes? He opened a gym some time ago when he was released from the Army. I heard he's not doing bad. He might need help."
Annabella twisted her mouth. She remembered Derek Hayes, of course.
"Great, another one of the long list of people Janice bullied in high school. Again, I'm guilty by association." she thought. "Things keep getting better and better."
"Put your bike in the back of my truck, I'll give you a ride back to town. I was just going to drive there for lunch," John Harding offered her, oblivious of her thoughts.
CHAPTER 4
Derek Hayes stood 6'5" and weighed two hundred and thirty-two. He didn't like the extra pounds. He rather liked being in the two hundred and twenty weight range. Regardless there wasn't an ounce of fat on his body.
He had joined the Army when he finished high school. When he completed his training, he was deployed to Afghanistan and was badly wounded in combat, scarring his face for life. Once Derek recovered, he'd been honorably discharged and given a medal.
When he moved back to Middletown, Derek didn't have a lot of expectations. He wasn't much of a people person. He had always been a shy lonely boy. If a person could die of loneliness, he would never have made it past the age of eight. That was when his father died, and his mother had to work all day to make ends meet.
Since he was a child, he was the big black kid that everybody avoided and was afraid to talk to. It tended to cause many to take it that he was a bad ass, when in reality he was just a loner.
Derek was still a loner. He'd gotten used to it, regardless of whether or not he would have wanted it differently. He was even lonelier now than when he was a child, with a face that scared everyone away.
He was naturally shy and rather introverted. In a crowded social gathering he was content to sit back and observe, taking in all the interesting sights, sounds, and conversations.
He couldn't complain, though. He had a thriving business and an A-list clientele. There were a variety of factors for his success. He owned the only gym in town. He had great exercise machines. He kept his rates low and his hours flexible. He encouraged his clients to do better, but without pushing them or making them feel bad about their bodies. He was kind to everyone and had infinite patience.
His business was doing so well that lately he was thinking about hiring more staff, so he could dedicate himself to personal training and physical therapy.
***
Annabella pushed open the gym's glass front door. The place was swarming with activity: some teens, some adults, but mostly young women. The music was loud, but not uncomfortably so. He wasn't playing the usual workout songs they played in gyms.
Bella allowed her eyes to linger on Derek. Damn, he was stronger and bigger than she remembered! He wore black nylon workout pants and a black hoodie covering his face, both damp with his sweat. The pants molded nicely along the man's butt.
"He has a great butt, his cheeks look like two boulders," she thought.
She didn't remember Derek being so muscular in high school.
"This isn't going to be as bad as I thought it would be," she thought. "I might even enjoy it."
Annabella walked to Derek and chirped, "Good morning, Derek. My name is Annabella Reed, and I'm your new employee."
She extended her hand and waited, with a smile plastered on her face.
Derek watched Annabella through the wall mirrors. He knew what was going to happen the moment he turned around to shake her hand.



He did it slowly, keeping his head down and his hood on. Then, he looked at her and raised his head slowly to the light.
Annabella stared at Derek's face in horror, her mouth going slack and her eyes growing wide. She'd never seen anything like it. Her beautiful blue eyes looked over every inch of his face, from his vibrant black eyes all the way to the long, thick scar.
There was a visible seam that ran from his chin, trailing up like a cobweb to his right eyebrow, and then ran a crooked pattern to disappear beneath the hood. This was the best that several corrective surgeries had been able to do for his look.
If Annabella didn't need the job so desperately, she would have run away screaming.
Derek didn't like the shocked look in her eyes when she caught a glimpse of his face. Not that he blamed her; he just wished that someone could see him for the first time, without grimacing in horror.
Derek ignored her reaction and shook Annabella's hand with a firm grip. Her small hand was dwarfed by his much larger one, and he was shocked to feel just how dainty she was.
"So, you need a job?" Derek asked in a brown voice.
Annabella felt herself blushing and hoping she hadn't made him feel like a monster. She made a point of not looking disgusted.
"Yes, I do. I work hard, and I don't mind long hours. I think I can be an asset to your gym because of my experience as a model in California..." Annabella started to recite.
"You do that well," Derek cut her off mid-sentence.
"I do what well?" she asked, though she was pretty sure she didn't want to know.
"I'm sure you've had a lot of practice."
"Practice at what?" she said in a quiet voice.
"Getting your way by batting your eyelashes and flashing those teeth. Tell me, Annabella, if that doesn't work, do you always lean over and give us, foolish men, a view down the front of your shirt?"
Pointedly he lowered his gaze. Bella followed his direction and discovered that her shirt was loose enough to flash a view of her unadorned, white cotton brassiere. She straightened as heat rose up to her chest, spread across her neck and settled in her cheeks.
"I didn't mean..." she started to say.
"Are you sure you didn't?"
"Of course, I am sure!" However, Annabella wasn't so certain anymore.
She didn't like being judged by a man who had no idea what she'd been through. Derek studied her face for what seems like an eternity. She didn't like being under this microscope, but she didn't look away.
"If a man's dumb enough to give me my way because I'm pretty, he deserves it," Annabella pointed out.
"Maybe the man isn't the one who's dumb."
She stared at Derek.
It wasn't as if her education, or lack of it, was a secret.
"Y-you think I'm dumb?"
"On the contrary, I think you're a lot smarter than you think. Why don't you use your brain instead of your body? It'll last longer."
Anger flashed, turning her eyes from sky blue to midnight storm, but she did her best to hide it.
"I need a job... I need a job...," she repeated in her mind like a mantra.
"Please, Derek, I'll take any job you can give me," Annabella's voice cracked. "I'm willing to work a double shift for minimum wage."
Derek studied her face for a long while. It was a beautiful sight. Finally he said, "All right. Eight o'clock tomorrow. You'd better be ready to work your butt off," hiswords were hard, but his tone was sympathetic.
It took Annabella a moment to register what his words meant.
"Thank you! You won't regret your decision," she said, relieved.
Derek looked at her, and replied, "I hope the prospect of watching my ugly face every day doesn't scare you off." He intended to make a joke, but somehow it sounded like a true warning.
"I think I could get used to it." Annabella was too relieved to care about Derek's look right now.
"Look, I was about to have lunch, would you like to come with me? My treat. We can talk a bit more about skills, effort, responsibility, job conditions and all that."
"I'd love to," Bella forced a smile and shuddered.
CHAPTER 5
It was a fine day, sunny but not hot, and the sky was blue and clear.
Derek and Annabella walked down Main Street side by side. Derek loved Middletown. He had grown up here. Most of the locals had gotten used to his scarred face. Some of them, like Mary, the waitress of The Jammed, even dared to look at him in the eyes without showing any signs of disgust.
Of course, Derek remembered Bella very well. She had been homecoming queen and was also head cheerleader. And all the boys in school were sniffing around behind her as though her shit didn't stink. Even some of the male teachers were too.
She had been part of Janice Cooper's group of bullies. They could just walk past him, and for no reason, say something like, "You're an absolute waste of space, Lurch." That was their nickname for him, 'Lurch,' a not entirely inappropriate comparison considering how tall he was, even back then. Then they laughed. It was the only time when he wasn't invisible to them.
Their words and attitude had always hurt him deeply, undermining his self-esteem and making him feel constantly inadequate. Well, nothing they had said had hurt him more than watching his own face in the mirror every day.
A truck pulled out of the alleyway next to the newspaper office and headed north, and took Derek out of his thoughts.
"Oh, The Middletown Gazette still exists?" Annabella asked, pointing at the truck. "I thought it would be closed by now. You know, television and the Internet both bring news faster and in a more visual style."
"The Gazette has been standing there since 1984. It's not going anywhere," Derek explained to her.
"What did people around here do for news before 1984?" Annabella joked.
"Same thing they do now. Picked it up at the back fence like any self-respecting small town. Gossip has always moved much faster than any printing press."
Derek went on with his explanation, acting like an improvised tourist guide, "The paper is still owned by Mathilda Delaney, but she has no son or daughter, so Janice Cooper offered her a deal to run the paper. She did so well that she began publishing a weekly edition instead of the monthly one. Most folks didn't think it was necessary. They'd been doing without a weekly paper for decades."
"Janice Cooper?" Bella asked in surprise.
"Yes, the very same. She runs the paper mostly on her own. The circulation in this neck of the woods isn't big enough to warrant a publisher or a truck driver."
"She does it all by herself?" Annabella was surprised, she never thought Janice had it in her. On the other hand, she'd always been a gossip girl and a natural leader.
"Yes, she does. Janice studied journalism in college, and apparently, she knew what she was doing. Took a while, but she won them over. Now, I don't think there's a house in town or a farm outside that doesn't get The Gazette."
Annabella listened to Derek's explanation with interest. There were so many things that she ignored about her hometown. She had never cared enough. All she could think about when she was in high school was getting out of town and never coming back.
Her stomach growled, cutting off her thoughts. Derek noticed but said nothing.
Within minutes, they were seated at a table in a corner of The Jammed.
A waitress approached them quickly. She looked straight at Derek's face and smiled at him, "Ah, Derek, welcome back. Lunch celebration for the new employee?"
Derek curved his lips in a crooked smile, and Annabella sighed. She had forgotten how fast news travelled in Middletown.
"That's right, Mary," Derek answered politely, pulling off his hood. His back was turned to the room, so only Bella and Mary could see his face.
"What can I get for you today?" Mary asked, notebook in hand.
"Today is a special day. I think we'll treat ourselves and have the lasagna," Derek offered Mary an uneven smile.
"Lasagna for two it is." Mary scribbled the order and went away.
Annabella thought if it would be too late to tell him she preferred her usual salad instead of a high-calorie meal. She decided that she better not. She didn't want to start off on the wrong foot with her new boss.
"I come here almost every day. It's better than eating alone in the gym's office," Derek explained to Bella.
They talked about the job conditions till Mary returned, and plopped two heaped helpings of lasagna in front of them. She also placed a basket of garlic bread in the middle of the table.

"Tony says you need to eat, or you'll blow away in the next strong wind if you're not careful." Mary patted Annabella's shoulder and moved away from their table.
"Th-thank you," Bella managed to say.
She looked at the lasagna and tried to smile, but she couldn't quite do it. If she gained weight, it could send her to a binge-and-purge cycle that might last for days.
Annabella couldn't stop herself from staring at the mound of food and imagining it plastered to her hips. The bread she might as well just tape to her butt and be done with it.
She glanced at Derek. He was no longer smiling, either. Instead, he stared at her speculatively. His brow frowned.
"Eat what you can," Derek murmured. "I'll help with the rest."
"Damn. This man is far too smart and far too observant." If she wasn't careful, he'd know everything about her without her telling him anything.
Derek took a piece of bread from the basket. The incredible smell of warm bread and garlic hit her in the face. Hunger snarled deep inside, and she went dizzy with desire.
Derek saw insecurity lurking in the depths of Annabella's eyes.
"One piece won't kill you," he said softly.
Little did he know.
"Around here," Derek continued, "feelings are shown with food. You ought to see the spread that's put on for a funeral."
"I think I'll pass."
"And sometimes food is a replacement for other things."
Annabella's eyes met his. What did he know, or think he knew?
"For instance?" she kept her face as deadpan as she could.
"Confidence? Friendship?" He shook the basket. "Success? Even love."
"Interesting theory."
"Isn't it? In any case, it's good for our business."
Annabella let her gaze wander over their loaded table, then lifted one brow. "Our business?"
Derek just smiled. Annabella thought that he didn't look so bad once you get used to the big scar crossing his face. "It's just an expression. Don't get too excited. I'm not making you a partner."
Bella took a small piece of bread and stuffed half into her mouth. She forgot all about proving anything as the taste exploded on her tongue, too wonderful to be believed.
How long had it been since she'd eaten garlic bread? Obviously longer than she'd thought. Her head spun.
She swallowed the bread, and her mouth watered for more.
Deliberately, Annabella kept her gaze off the basket, and turned her attention to cutting the lasagna into miniature pieces.
She grabbed her fork and dug into the lasagna.
"Mmm," she murmured several bites later.
Annabella would worry tomorrow about the ramifications of the meal. She took another bite. The food tasted warm, inviting, comforting.
She looked at Derek, and pointing at him with her fork, asked, "You don't remember me, right?"
"Of course, I do. You were part of Janice's elite group in high school." Derek assumed a serious expression. "You all used to call me 'Lurch, the lonely loser' because I was tall, and I was always alone."
"I know what you're thinking, Derek, so go ahead and say it. How the mighty have fallen, right?" she gave him a bitter laugh.
"I'm not like that," Derek looked at Annabella with a serious expression. "I would never make fun of someone's fall from grace."
"I was a true bitch back then," Bella's voice cracked. "I did and said a lot of cruel things I regret. I just hope with time you can forgive me. My experience in California was a lesson in humbleness."
She lowered her gaze to the half-empty plate of lasagna. She was methodically cutting it into itty-bitty pieces and rearranging them on her plate. It was almost as if she was afraid of them. "If you remembered who I was, why did you give me a job? If I were in your place, I would have kicked me out."
Derek shrugged, "Because you needed it."
Bella shook her head, unsatisfied with the answer. No one was that good in real life.
The truth was, Derek was drawn to Annabella. Why? The only answer he could come with was that he was a fool and a masochist. Bella was used to making males do whatever she wanted. She was going to chew him up and spit him out.
They finished eating and walked back to the gym in silence. Each one of them lost in their own thoughts.
CHAPTER 6
During the afternoon, Derek instructed Bella about what he expected from her, the use of the exercise machines, and the basic routines for beginners.
"Make sure they stretch and warm-up for fifteen minutes. Then, work them out for thirty, and end with a fifteen-minute cool down," Derek explained to her.
Derek gave her a few pointers during the afternoon, but very soon, it was obvious that she was a perfect fit for the role.
The gym bustled with patrons all afternoon so they were both busy. The clank of the weights, coupled with the whirr of the treadmills being run on, was music to Derek's ears. He walked from here to there offering his help and assistance when needed but keeping a professional distance with everyone.
By closing time, Derek had no doubts about Annabella. She was a quick learner, and she was familiar with most of the equipment, which made his tutoring job easier.
"Most people are interested in personal training, but too gun-shy to actually ask about it. They think it's too expensive, and it can be, but I strive to keep my fees low. I'd rather keep my locals happy and in my gym, than to lose them because they can't afford it."
Annabella shivered, thinking how much she had paid her personal trainer during the time she lived in California.
While Derek closed the gym, he noticed that Bella was looking at him intently. She kept starting to say something, then changing her mind.
Finally, he approached her, "Bella, if you've something to say, why don't you spit it out so we can get it out of the way? You're making me nervous."
Bella stared at Derek, playing nervously with her fingers. "I'm trying to ask something here," she said, "but I don't know how to say it."
"Just say it, there's no need to beat around the bush."
Annabella gulped, and asked in a very thin voice, "What happened to your face? How did you get the scars?"
Derek looked at his own reflection in the gym's mirror for a while, and said nothing.
"I understand if you don't want to talk about it." Bella saw how uncomfortable and sad Derek had become when she mentioned the scar.
"I usually don't like to talk about it. But since we are going to work together, I suppose it's okay. I'll tell you my story while I walk you home."
"You don't have to walk me home," she said, giving him a way out. "It's not like the streets around here aren't safe."
"I want to walk with you, if you don't mind," he insisted. "I prefer to talk while I walk."
"Not at all."
The streets had become deserted. The silver-blue light of the moon warred with the flickering, colorful images of televisions. The last light of evening from the west paled the glow of the streetlamps behind them.
They walked side by side in silence for a while. Annabella didn't want to rush Derek. She knew he would talk whenever he was ready.
Finally, Derek let out a long sigh and started talking in a very quiet voice, almost as if he was talking to himself, "We were riding in a convoy down a tiny street, and I was last. I was trying to figure out how to calm my mind. I remember thinking that the street we were driving down could be a pretty place. There were palm trees on either side of the road and little mud huts.
"Suddenly, there was an explosion followed by a sharp flash of light. A rocket-propelled grenade hit the right side of the Humvee and sliced its way through the entire vehicle leaving a gaping hole. I was instantly blinded and deafened. I felt as if someone had poured a glass of water on my face. Later I knew it was actually blood. When I recovered, I was laying on the floor. I checked to make sure I wasn't missing any body parts. Chunks of shrapnel stuck out of my left arm, and the adrenaline pumping through my body was the only thing that kept me from passing out. Someone helped me into another vehicle, and we sped out of the kill zone to the base."
"Oh Derek, I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to bring out those terrible memories," Annabella said, detaining him with her hand upon his arm, which she clutched with desperate fingers. "I don't know what to say, except I'm sorry this happened to you."
He shrugged. Derek could see tears forming in her eyes.
"A medevac helicopter flew me to another base. From there, I was flown to Germany for surgery. Nearly a year later, I was honorably discharged and here I am, looking like the Phantom of the Opera. Maybe I should start wearing a mask." Bella noticed that even when he was joking about the way he looked, Derek kept his head down, hidden behind the shadows cast by the hood.
"It's not that bad once you get used to it," she said sincerely, placing her hand on his chin to raise his face.
"That's what some people say," Derek shrugged.
They reached her home, and she put her hand on Derek's wrist before he could run away. His pulse thudded beneath her fingertips, steady and sure, like the man, and she couldn't help herself. She let her hand stay there because she liked touching him, and right now, he was letting her.
"Thank you for the job. You saved me. You're my hero."
Despite the teasing lilt in her voice, he stiffened and backed away, pulling his wrist from beneath her fingers.
The humor was gone from his eyes. Instead, he gazed at her without expression.
"I'm no hero," he said softly.
"I don't agree."
"I was just doing my job."
Annabella stared up at the bright, shiny moon and took a deep breath of fresh, cool night air.
Her sneakers scraped the pavement as she moved near him once more. She went up on tiptoe and pressed her mouth to his cheek—a quick, friendly, thank-you kiss. However, the proximity to that chest, his heat, the scent of his skin in her nostrils, the taste of him on her lips made her freeze.
He shifted and raised one palm to cup her bare shoulder.
"You had a long day today. You should try to get some rest," Derek said in a hoarse voice. "Good night, Bella."
Why was Derek holding her shoulder so firmly? The truth came to Annabella as clear as the stars in the sky above. His hand was keeping her steady. He was scared of her proximity.
"You're right. I'm tired. Good night, Derek."
She opened the door.
"Tomorrow at 8 a.m.," he called.
Her answer was an absentminded wave before she shut the door behind her.
Her mother greeted her with a 'did you get any money?'
Annabella searched in her pockets and put the twenty bucks John Harding gave her on the table.
"Twenty bucks? That's all? You could have charged at least 50 for a blow job. I'm sure you learned how to give those in California."
"Mother, I was a fashion model not a hooker." Suddenly she wasn't hungry anymore.
"Potato, potato," her mother muttered.
Bella made herself a tea and grabbed an apple. "I got a job, I'll start to pay my share as soon as possible," she finally said.
"Good. How much are they going to pay you?"
Bella looked at her mother and sighed.
"We didn't talk about my salary," Bella lied. "I got a job at the gym," she explained, holding the apple in her hand. Then she took a bite.



"At the gym..." her mother frowned for a moment, and then her eyes opened with realization. "You are working with Derek, the beast."
"Mother, that's enough!"
"What? It's the truth. I said it aloud instead of talking behind his back, like most of people do," Annabella's mother explained.
Bella shook her head and finished her tea in one long gulp. "He's a person mother. And just like any person, he deserves respect."
"Oh, I respect him. Instead of whining about what happened to him, he's doing something to change his life. You could learn a lot from Derek," her mother answered. "But my respect doesn't make him any prettier."
Bella shook her head.
"I'm tired mother. I'm going to bed."
Annabella went to her room, took a shower, changed into her pajamas, and finally fell asleep, her mind swirling with disturbing memories.
CHAPTER 7
Derek stared at the door for a long time after Annabella closed it. There was a tickle in his brain that usually signified the answer to a pressing question, if only he could focus.
Unfortunately, he had no idea what the question was, and he couldn't focus worth a damn right now on anything other than her lips against his cheek and her breath along his neck.
He fought the urge to run upstairs, pound on the door, grab her and kiss her until her body throbbed the way his did.
Derek cursed and turned away. If it wasn't for his rich fantasy life, he'd have no sex life at all.
He should go directly home. But he made the mistake of glancing up, and then he was no longer moving but staring.
Her lights were on. He could see her shadow moving back and forth behind the curtains. She wasn't sleeping. What was she doing?
He had no idea, but since he was an inquisitive man, he leaned against the lamppost and watched awhile.
"You're my hero," she'd said.
Those words had him as curious as the odd movements that continued unabated in the upstairs room. She had no idea how hard he wanted to become her hero.
He had learned early on that allowing other people to affect how he felt about himself was asking to feel pretty bad for a whole lot of his life. He'd been about to tell her that when she'd kissed him, and he'd lost any trace of a brain.
Her mouth was soft, her breath sweet. He'd been unable to keep himself from touching her skin. Thank God for self-control. Otherwise, he might have grabbed her with both massive hands and scared her to death.
Bella must have sensed how he burned for more, because she'd held very still and stared at his neck, no doubt terrified to meet his eyes and give him ready access to her lips.
By that time, he'd regained his control. Derek was adept at hiding what he felt. Being laughed at enough times would do that for a man. The kiss had been about gratitude; he'd known that all along. But tell it to his body. Why was he attracted to Bella?
Because when he looked at her, he didn't see Annabella Reed, the gorgeous girl who dismissively alienated many of her classmates anymore; he saw the vulnerable, uncertain girl who lurked in her eyes, and he wanted to help her, protect her, and heal her.
Derek frowned. Heal her? Where had he gotten the idea she needed to be healed?
He focused again on her window, contemplated the shadow that continued to move this way and that. Vulnerable and uncertain did not describe the Annabella Reed he had known. But Derek knew what vulnerability and uncertainty looked like. He saw them often enough in the mirror.
That was no doubt why he felt the need to heal her. Because deep down, he wanted to be healed, too.
Derek snorted. There was nothing wrong with Bella, and the sooner he stopped trying to be her hero, the better off he would be. Delusions of knighthood always got him into trouble.
CHAPTER 8
The next day, Annabella got out of bed early and dressed in her best gym outfit.
She stood in front of the mirror to admire herself. Any male would have said she looked great. However, she saw something entirely different.
More often than not, whenever she looked into a mirror, 'Big Bella' stared back. Because Annabella Reed was now, and always would be, a fat girl shoved into a skinny woman's body.
She moved away from the mirror. She could still feel the lasagna and the garlic bread in her stomach. There was no reason to wonder if she had any laxatives in her cosmetics bag or if she should go on a juice-only diet until the whirling madness went away.
Actually, there was a reason. Because she didn't want juice; she wanted mashed potatoes, spaghetti, bread or brownies.
She moved away from the mirror and climbed down the stairs to have breakfast.
"You better talk about your pay with your new boss," her mother said instead of good morning. "And work your skinny ass off to earn it."
Bella gulped down a cup of coffee, grabbed another apple and rushed out of her home without bothering to answer her. Her mother would lash her out if she knew she was working for minimum wage.
Derek was already at the gym when she arrived. He supervised her with the first clients, but very soon, it was obvious that Annabella knew what she was doing.
Derek went to his office and busied himself behind the computer instead of mingling with the clients. Bella took care of that pretty well by herself, and he was pretty sure some of them were relieved not having to deal with the ugly beast.
He'd instructed her to call him if she needed help.
Around noon, Annabella entered his office. "We are closed for lunch, boss."
"Hungry?" He rubbed his neck absently, looking at the clock.
"Not really."
"Have you eaten today?"
She experienced the annoyance that usually came on the heels of such a question. "What are you, a cop?"
He laughed. "That's me, the food police. I thought we could have lunch together again. Talk about your day."
"I think I'll stay here if you don't mind," Bella was feeling weak and tired.
"I don't." Derek turned his attention to the computer screen again.
She'd skipped dinner the night before and didn't have a proper breakfast that morning. Her stomach hurt because it was so empty.
Her ears began to ring, and her body trembled as black dots formed in front of her vision. Suddenly it was as if the floor had come flying up to meet her, then there was nothing but blackness.
Derek heard the sound of her body hitting the floor. He was kneeling at her side in seconds.
He quickly checked her pulse. He could tell that it was weak. He swiftly placed his hand behind her neck and made sure that her airway wasn't obstructed. She was breathing fine.
Very gently he touched her cheek. Her skin was like silk, and his hands were so rough.
"Hey?" He said softly. "Wake up. Open your eyes."
Derek watched her eyes blink and try to focus. "What...?" Annabella muttered in confusion.
"You blacked out," he explained. She kept blinking rapidly.
And then it hit her. She'd fainted. She was lying on the gym's floor. Bella sat up. She tried to stand, and Derek kept a hold of her arm.
"Careful. You're not ready to stand up yet."
"I'm okay," Annabella said in embarrassment.
"You're not ready to stand yet.
"Have you eaten anything at all?" Derek voice was full of concern.
She looked away.
"Drink this." He pressed the glass to her lips.
She took a quick sip. It didn't taste bad. "What is it?"
"It's a drink I prepare for myself."
"Thanks." She took another sip. It was good. "What's in it?"
"Fruit; mango, pineapple, apple, oranges and strawberries."
"You invented this yourself?"
"Yep. I always have some fruit juice here. You're not the first one that fainted. Drink some more." She squinted at him, but took another sip of the offered beverage. Her stomach suddenly began to rumble and groan.
"Your body crashed," he said.
Again Annabella tried to stand but couldn't because Derek was holding her.
"You shouldn't try to stand. You're going to blackout again... remember?
"Yeah..." she said distantly, sipping more juice.
His hands were still on her arms. "Better?"
"Better," she managed to smile.
Derek pressed the juice to her lips, and she took a long swallow. Then, Annabella took the drink from his hands, her hands covering his for a moment and she gulped down the juice, spilling some down her chin. When the container was empty, she belched. He hid his smile. She was still half out of it, but the sugar would bring her around fairly quickly.
Bella tried to come to her feet. Derek helped her.
"I'm sorry for the trouble."
He looked at her quickly. "No trouble. Um...do you feel okay?"
No, she didn't feel okay. She felt drained, but she didn't think she was going to faint again. "I'm good," she said.
"I'll escort you back down to your house."
"No!" She didn't want to find out what her mother would say if she returned home so early on her first day. "I'll lie down on the couch. I'll be okay to take care of the afternoon crew."
"Okay, I want you to drink plenty of fluids." Derek patted her hand and went out of the office.
Annabella had not realized the depth of her loneliness, until Derek stopped holding her and left her alone.
CHAPTER 9
During the next weeks, membership increased at the gym, mostly men from neighboring towns. For the most part, it was obvious as to why they joined this gym and not one near their homes: Annabella Reed.
She liked the attention. In fact, Derek thought she was getting a total kick out of flirting with them. Derek had joked, telling her to be kind, that they were likely to get hurt when she winked at them, but she didn't listen. Nothing inappropriate to her mind, far from it. Even so, her teasing made his blood boil.
Annabella didn't faint or show any signs of weakness again. As a matter of fact, she was a hard and very responsible worker. She was the first to arrive and the last to leave the gym. She was always encouraging the clients, and she knew how to handle them if something was wrong or they crossed a line.
Derek and Bella never had lunch together again. Instead, she started to bring her own lunch from home, and she ate it at the office. She ate mainly salads.
Every day, Derek would bring a new smoothie that he shared with her before opening the gym.
Since she loved all fruits and vegetables, he would blend strange combinations and have her guess them. One day, it was green grapes, green apples, cucumbers and spinach. Another day, it was carrots, fresh ginger, apples and pomegranate juice.
"You must spend a ton of money on this," she said as she tasted his latest invention; a grapefruit, radish and pineapple smoothie.
Derek shrugged. It cost a lot, but he enjoyed creating something that tasted good enough to make her eyes roll up into her head. It was his big quest.
Gradually, Annabella won Derek's trust. Their relationship was cordial and warm. Derek never found much of a reason to laugh. But with Bella, he actually did. She was funny without even trying. Their relationship slowly progressed to friendship. They became good friends. They talked a lot about everything, except feelings and the past.
Bella didn't like talking about her experience in California, and Derek grunted each time she mentioned his past as a soldier. She used to get nothing but groans when she asked him about girlfriends or relationships.
Derek tried to put as much emotional distance as he could between Annabella and himself. However, keeping his distance was a real challenge. He wanted her bad. Bella looked at him like he was the only thing that mattered in her world. He had to repeat to himself over and over that she was just grateful. Nothing else. He would not, could not, think of Annabella in a romantic way. In that direction lay far too much danger.
He was getting to that point in his life where he wanted to settle down. He wanted to find someone to spend his nights with. Someone that he could hurry home to at the end of a long day. He wanted to walk into his house and feel warmth and comfort. Right now, it was barren, and there was no life.
He sighed. An impossible dream for someone like him. He should get over these yearnings and forget about having a relationship with Annabella the same way he got over everything, by living the present. One day at a time.
***
Derek looked up to at the faces of the two women standing next to his table.
"The steak is great," he said. "It's melt-in-your-mouth delicious. Give my compliments to Tony, please."
Kat and Mary stood there, glaring at him.
"What? Did I forget my tip the last time I was here?" he joked.
"Ha, ha! Very funny, Derek What the hell are you waiting for?" Kat asked, hands in air, her baby bump pointing at him.
"I'm sorry, but I'm going to need more words to understand what you're talking about," he said, avoiding her gaze.
"Ask her out for Pete's sake!" Mary explained.
"What are you two talking about?" A slow flush ran up his neck and enveloped his face. Of course, he knew exactly what they were talking about, but he decided to play dumb.
"Don't play fool with me, Derek Hayes! You know we're talking about Annabella. That girl has a crush on you." Kat caught the dismay on Derek's face, and her look softened.
Derek snorted. "You're delusional. I mean... I'm ready to admit we are friends, but this is far from a crush."
"Derek, you've been working together for months, walking together every evening. I'm the last person to defend her, but she looks like she's a changed woman. She's not the same vain and selfish person she was in high school," Kat insisted.
"Why else would she drink that awful smoothie you make every morning?" Mary added.
Derek shook his head. "Sometimes I think it's impossible to keep anything secret in this town. You should run an investigation agency."
Kat laughed, "Here in Middletown? We'd run out of business in our first week."
"Annabella was making goo-goo eyes at you all during my gym session the other day," Mary said before the conversation got sidetracked.
"I'll say it again, you're delusional. Look at me," Derek, said pointing at his own face and looking at them trying his best to scare them.
They didn't blink an eye.
"Yes, it's... scary looking at the scars, especially the first time, but you're a really nice guy. I forgot about your scars once I got to know you. Now, when I see you, I see Derek, not the scars." Mary gave him a soft smile.
Derek snorted and shook his head.
"You are our friend, Derek. We want you to be happy!" Kat added.
"Yeah, well, I will be happy when you two stop pushing me to chase an impossible dream." He placed his big hands on the table, ready to stand up and leave.
"She has been asked out lots of times and she refused all of them," Kat informed him.
"What makes you think it will be different with me? Imagine taking THIS to a date," Derek exclaimed, running one finger down the big scar on his face.
"The assumptions we make are our fears in disguise and they keep us from advancing in life... Just remember, if you don't ask, the answer is always no," Kat recited.
Derek looked away. "Don't play counselor with me, Kat. I don't like shrinks very much." He watched them with a cold look on his face. "Don't start thinking I'm some pity case just because I look like this. This isn't a game."
His heart was drumming in his chest.
Kat stepped forward. "There is no game. We're all rooting for you, Derek. That's all. Just ask her out."
Derek looked at them and his lips finally curved in an uneven smile. They meant well.
"You girls got way too much time on your hands."
They both laughed. "We know." And they finally walked away.
Derek sat back in his chair and drank the rest of his glass of wine. There was nothing much worse than two women with nothing better to do than to butt into his personal business.
Derek took the good-natured ribbing because he really had no choice. He knew they'll keep pushing and pushing until they were satisfied.
He groaned. They couldn't understand. Girls might like him, but they didn't love him.


CHAPTER 10
Annabella had been working with Derek for months. She looked forward to getting up every morning and getting to the gym. She finally understood what people were talking about when they claimed to be addicted to exercising.
However, the reason to wake up early every morning was Derek. She loved his kindness. He was the gentlest man she'd ever known. He never held against her what she had done to him in the past. He treated her with the greatest politeness and attention, and when she was about to leave, he offered to accompany her, which she accepted, and he walked home with her, a true gentleman.
When Annabella got her last paycheck, she realized she had enough money saved to move out of her mother's house into her own little, cheap apartment.
When Bella looked back she felt grateful that her mother had taken a 'tough love' stance and taught her the world didn't owe her a living.
Of course, when Bella's mother heard the news, she had some parting words for her. "I loved you enough to teach you that if you had time to talk on the phone with your friends and check you social media, then you had time help around the house and do your chores. I loved you enough to let you discover that your so called friends were bad news. I loved you enough to let you make your own mistakes and learn from them. I had to be mom and dad at the same time. You'll never find someone who loves, prays, cares and worries about you more than I do. When you understand that, I'll know you're a responsible adult."
Bella hugged her mother tight and left. She had been pain in her ass, but it had been her way to show her love for her.
The next morning, as she entered the gym, she heard the faint clanging sound of bells. She hesitated, alarms, bells... clocks? And then, when the music started, she realized that it was part of a song.
Derek was pounding on the treadmill. He wasn't wearing his hoodie, just a T-shirt and sweat pants. He was singing and moving to the music. He felt the rhythm in every muscle.
Bella thought he was sexy even without trying.
She had never in her life seen such a specimen of a man. His body was sheer perfection! His back formed the most perfect V down to a narrow waist and a round butt that begged to be pinched. His arms were wire tight with ropes of muscles. His short-sleeved shirt allowed her to see scars shining on the brown skin of his left arm.
"Good morning, Derek. What are you listening to?" Bella asked approaching him.
Derek turned off the treadmill and lifted the bottom of his shirt to wipe the sweat from his face. Oh God... his six-pack was magazine perfect, but then it instantly disappeared when he dropped his shirt back down. He gave her a crooked smile, or maybe just a smile that was crooked because of his scars.
The lust wasn't going away. In fact, it was getting stronger the longer she was with him. The more she knew about Derek, the more she liked him. The more she saw of his body, the more she wanted to run her hands all over it.
"Good morning, Bella. Pink Floyd, of course! Dark Side of the Moon, one of the greatest albums ever made."
"Can you lend me the CD? I never heard it."
"Sure." Derek took the compact disc out of the player, placed it in its case, and gave it to her.
He walked to his office and Bella followed him. "How are you feeling today?" he asked in that low rumbling country drawl.
"I'm good."
"Really?"
"Really," she assured him.
Derek sat down on his chair and made her tell him exactly what she'd had to eat that morning. He had been checking on her meals since she fainted.
"You skipped breakfast today," he said, shaking his head.



"I have a good excuse, I moved out from my mother's house this morning."
Derek smiled.
"A step in the right direction. Congratulations!" Derek said sincerely. Annabella had been telling him bits and pieces about her relationship with her mother. Derek had helped her to find a cheap apartment to rent and lend her some money for the deposit.
"I'm happy to have my own place."
"I'll help you to move your things out of your mother's house," Derek offered.
"Thank you," she smiled at him.
"Um, I brought you..." he didn't finish the sentence because he remembered Mary's comment about his smoothies.
Annabella took the stainless steel flask from his hands and drank a long gulp.
"I made a new medley. I hope you like it. You don't have to drink it if you don't like it..." he broke off with a hiss of pain.
"What's the matter?"
"Nothing. Just my neck. Old injury."
Bella wasn't sure if he was serious. She didn't particularly care. She moved around his chair. At the first touch of her fingers, he jerked away. But she wouldn't let him go. Hands on his shoulders, she eased him back in the chair.
"Relax," she murmured. "You're way too tense."
"What are you, a massage therapist?"
"I could pretend to be, if you'd like," she teased him.
He liked that thought more than he was willing to admit.
She ran her thumbs down the tight cords of his neck, smoothed her palms across the width of his shoulders, and skimmed her fingers over the muscles of his arms. His skin fluttered beneath her hands. He was warm and strong and good. She wanted to keep touching him forever. She wanted to touch him and more.
But he held himself stiff and still, as if he wanted to run but was too polite to do so. He was no doubt mortified she was touching him like this, but he was too much of a nice guy to push her away. That would be like him. He put on a tough front, yet she'd seen over the past few weeks just how gentle he could be.
She should stop. She was being foolish. He'd shown her time and time again that he wanted nothing more from her than friendship. In truth, he hadn't wanted that; she'd forced it on him. She didn't know how to make friends, didn't know how to have one or how to be one. But she was pretty certain friends didn't feel about other friends the way she felt about Derek Hayes.
So instead of touching him the way she desired, she merely imagined rubbing her cheek along his short, dark hair. The movement would press her breasts against the solid wall of his back. She'd take off his T-shirt, slip her hands inside, memorize the muscles of his chest in the way she was learning the contours of his back right now, under the guise of massage therapy. Then she'd press her lips to where her hands had roamed. Would he taste as good as he smelled: clean, fresh and hot?
Annabella glanced down, watched her hands trace his shoulders. Her fingers slipped beneath his collar, slid along the sides of his neck, smoothed over the rolling spike of his collarbone.
"Hmm," he murmured and turned his head. Their noses bumped. His black eyes opened wider. His breath brushed her mouth.
"Relax," she whispered, she cradled his face, holding him close, hoping he would not run away. And then she kissed him.
Beyond gentleness, starved for the taste of his mouth, she feasted. Warm, sweet and wet, she would drown in him gladly.
He swiveled his chair, and suddenly she stood between his legs, supported by his hands at her waist, their heat scalding through her blouse. Where it had come untucked from her pants, flesh on flesh made her moan. She wanted to grab his hands, rub his callused palms along her stomach, her ribs, higher. Beg him to stroke her, tease her, take her.
Derek could barely catch his breath. His big hands rested on her hips, and each kiss of her lips felt like the healing touch of an angel.
And then her phone rang.
"Ignore it," she whispered.
He stiffened, tearing his lips from hers. He yanked his hands away as if she were on fire. The expression on his face made her heart stutter. He was horrified.
She backed away, lifting one hand to her mouth, touching where he had touched, trying to feel the magic again. But it was gone.
Sadness cast over his face. "Bella..."
She didn't want to hear him say it. She couldn't.
Her phone continued to ring. She left the office to take the call.
She heard him curse.
Derek hated it when people pitied him.
CHAPTER 11

"A couple girl friends from high school called me to remind me of our lunch meeting. Janice Cooper and Mary Lou Jennings. I'm sure you remember them," Bella told Derek when he finally came out of the office.
Derek nodded. Of course, he remembered them.
"I think I had already told you we are having a get together for lunch today,"
"Have fun," Derek said absentmindedly. His lips barely moved beneath his hood. Annabella could see several emotions move across his face.
She bit her lower lip and asked, "Would you come with me?"
"You want me to stand right in the middle of my enemies? No, thank you." Derek remembered them from high-school, and they were two bitches. He crossed path with them since he got back in town, but he had no desire to socialize with them.
"I want them to get to know you. I want them to see the great guy you are."
"I'm not that brave, Bella. Sorry."
She swallowed. "Because... of your scars?"
He nodded. "I'm pretty sure how your old friends will react when they take a closer look to my 'pretty face'."
Bella inhaled and decided to plow forward. "Derek you can't live your life hiding your face under a hoodie."
"I can try." He reached up and, without realizing what he was doing, he touched the big scar on his face.
"Can... cosmetic surgery help?"
"Maybe," he shrugged.
"Why...?"
"Because I already had enough surgeries for a lifetime," Derek snapped. "How much good is another surgery going to do, honestly? That costs money. Lots of money. And for what? I'll never be Denzel Washington," he interrupted her.
He stood up, went out of his office and went into the gym. Then he stepped onto a treadmill.
She'd upset him and it crushed her. It made her sound as if she thought he should get surgery and that's not what she had meant at all. After months of knowing this man, his scars were just an after-thought to her now. Most times she forgot about them. Or they seemed so much a part of the kind man that she knew that they were no longer ugly to her. It was just Derek's face.
She stood opposite him, forcing Derek to look at her.
"I'm sorry."
She thought about the way it always made her feel when some agent, producer or photographer told her that she needed to lose weight or get bigger breasts or a rounder ass.
"I didn't mean to insinuate that you should change anything about yourself. You are a wonderful man just the way you are."
Derek shrugged. "Thank you for saying it."
"I'm not just saying it. I mean it."
He didn't say anything.
"I'm going now, Derek. Are you sure I can't talk you into joining me?"
He didn't meet her eyes and just shook his head.
"Okay. I won't push you. I might be back a bit late."
"It's okay. Take all the time you need. I used to run the gym by myself before you started working for me."
Bella came closer and placed a hand on his arm. "Look Derek, we'll talk about the kiss this evening, okay? I don't want things to get awkward between us."
He nodded. His eyes avoiding her gaze again.
****
Bella, Mary Lou and Janice spent the first hour catching up, remembering the old times, eating, drinking and laughing.
"You look great, girlfriend," Mary Lou offered. "Very thin."
Annabella twisted her mouth like she did every time someone talked about her weight.
"Thank you."
"What have you been doing, Bella? Why didn't you come to say hi?" Janice asked her studying her like a predator studies its prey before going for the kill.
"I've been busy settling back in town, working, doing my best not to kill my mother in the process... She loves me but she can be really tough," she explained.
They all laughed.
"I remember her," Janice said, twisting her mouth. "I wasn't her favorite person. She never let me set foot in her house."
"Are you still living with her?" Mary Lou asked.
"No, I have my own place now, thank God."
"What happened in California?" Janice leaned forward and smiled with a wicked smile at Bella. "I thought you would be famous by now."
Bella shivered. Flashes of her life as a model danced in and out of her head.
"Things didn't work out the way I hoped they would. Being a fashion model is harder than it looks.
"I remember once I was getting ready for a fashion show, and a makeup artist, hairdresser, stylist, were all equally horrified by my chipped nail polish and lack of waxed eyebrows. They were so appalled; it was almost as if I had raped a kitten in front of them. They were also none too impressed when I wanted more than water for lunch."
"Achieving success is not easy," Janice opined not taking her eyes from Bella. "You need to have what it takes."
"I obviously didn't have it," Bella admitted sincerely. "The price was too high for me. The idea of making my face look like I was ready to give a blow job to sell a leather coat made me feel like an idiot. Maybe if I was hawking dildos it would have made sense, but what does winter comfort have to do with my sticking my ass in the air? There is no talent in looking like you are ready for anal."
They all laughed again.
"It was costing me money, my nerves, my health, my self-esteem and a piece of my soul," Annabella explained.
Her girlfriends looked at her, not knowing what to say.
"So you are working at the gym now," Janice said. She managed to make it sound like a bad thing.
"Yes, I am. You should meet Derek," Bella said with a smile on her face.
"The Beast? No thank you. I don't want to have nightmares. He's scary. Good thing he wears that hood all the time. One day he was coming my way, and I crossed the street to avoid meeting him," Mary Lou told, shivering from head to toes.
"Who would have said you would end working for 'Lurch', Bella? We used to make fun of losers like him." Janice seemed to be enjoying Bella's discomfort.
"'From California to Middletown: the Annabella Reed story.' You should come to my office after work, and tell me the whole thing. That is, if you can set yourself free from the beast. I could write a good article about it," Janice offered.
"It's not funny, Janice," Annabella looked at her friend with her brow frowned. "He is not a beast." Bella stabbed a chunk of chicken and shoved it into her mouth hungrily. "He is about the nicest guy I think I've ever met. I kind of want to invite him to lunch with us one day, so you really get to know him."
"Are you out of your mind? Why on earth would you want us to hang with 'Lurch, the scary monster'?" Mary Lou laughed at her own joke.
Annabella looked uncomfortable. "Can you stop calling him names? He is a very nice person with a huge heart. He is my boss, but he is also a good friend of mine."
She crossed her arms on her chest and turned away from them, feeling disgusted with her friends' attitude.
"You used to enjoy our jokes," Janice said very slowly. "You even played a part in some of them."
"Jokes? Is that what you call them to be able to sleep at night? We bullied and humiliated those poor boys and girls. Let's call things by their name."
Janice studied Bella's face with her brow frowned. "I sleep very well at night. Thank you."
Bella held her gaze. She was now pissed. "Stop making fun of Derek. He got hurt serving this country and protecting our freedom. That's more of what you and me have done. He's a hero, and he deserves our respect."
"Okay, girlfriend. Calm down. God bless our veterans," Janice exclaimed raising an eyebrow, with a voice not devoid of sarcasm.
Mary Lou held Bella's hands. "We're worried about you. You can do better than him."
"Better than Derek?" Annabella snorted. "He might not be good looking on the outside, but on the inside, he has a beautiful soul. Which is more than I can say about you two!"
Mary Lou opened her mouth in surprise.
"What happened to you, Bella? We used to make fun of guys like him! And now you're kind of dating this... beast," Janice shot back.
"He's not a monster! You are! What happened to me? I grew up, I matured. You didn't. It's like your minds are still in high school. You are the same insecure bitches you were, thinking your shit doesn't stink, looking down on all of us. What happened in California made me realize there is more to life than meets the eye," Annabella's raised voice attracted the attention of a few other customers.
Her friends looked at her, searching perhaps for the old Annabella. They finally said, "You've changed. And not for the better," both friends were shaking their heads.
Bella met their eyes. "I have. I'm not the bitch I was in high school anymore. I want to think I became a better person."
She stood up and placed some bills on the table.
"Good luck. Goodbye. And lose my number."
While Annabella was walking back to the gym she thought about Derek. She took a deep breath, an almost shocked breath. She woke up each morning, anxious to see him. He made her laugh, he motivated her, he accepted her, he cared for her. He didn't give a damn if her roots were dark or if she went without a stitch of makeup and was dripping in stinky sweat.
Annabella stopped walking and stood there, in the middle of Main Street, with lights twinkling in her eyes and a smile on her face. "I am loved for who I am."
She smiled. Derek...

CHAPTER 12

Bella smoothed her shirt down, and then pushed open the glass door to the gym.
Derek greeted her with a crooked grin. He was wearing a grey shirt and loose athletic shorts.
They worked all afternoon, exchanging glances between them, from time to time and smiling. Finally, the day was over.
"Hi," the shyness in Bella's voice reminded Derek of what had happened the last time they'd been together. The taste of her returned to his mouth, his palms itched to touch her again.
"Did you miss me?" Annabella asked Derek.
Was Annabella reading his mind... or the bulge in his pants?
"Um... yes, I did." His voice was hoarse with desire, and he coughed, pretending it wasn't.
She was wearing emerald-green sweatpants, jaggedly cut at mid-thigh. Her blue T-shirt had been cut, as well, just below her breasts.
Most folks didn't think a guy could care about colors or textures, shapes, sizes or scents. But the essence of life fascinated him, and right now, the essence of life was her.
"Juice?" he tilted his flask.
She could only shake her head.
He frowned. "What's wrong?"
"I'm fascinated by the goofy smile on your face," she said.
Derek stood there terrified that if he moved closer, he'd beg to touch her, or have her touch him.
"Are you all right?" Bella asked in a whisper.
He was across the short distance, putting his hands on her shoulders before he remembered he should not touch her.
"I'm just tired. You should be, too," Derek said.
He yanked his hands from her shoulders. But before he could move away, she grabbed them between hers. "I'm sorry," she whispered. "I don't want our friendship ruined because I kissed you."
He shook his head. "Bella, I..."
"Foolish of me..." she continued right over his protest, "...but I couldn't stop myself. I've been dying to touch you lately."
All Derek's protests died in his throat, and he stared at her, amazed.
"I've been dreaming of your chest," she continued. "I can't stop thinking about kissing your nose."
He touched his nose, mystified.
"I've never been drawn to a man physically the way I am to you, and I'm not handling it well. I know what lust is, and I should be able to control it. But there is more to it. It's not just lust or infatuation. It's deeper than that. I can't think when you're around me. I get all fluffy headed when I hear your voice... I wake up in the morning thinking of you, and you are my last thought when I go to bed at night."
Derek glanced behind him, but he was still the only man in the room. It felt as if he had fallen into a parallel universe. Confused, he could only stare at her. Was she saying what he thought she was saying?
Annabella covered her face with her hands. "I must be more light-headed than I thought, to be telling you all this."
Light-headed? He saw her holding on to a treadmill for balance. Derek moved close enough to catch her if she fell. "Are you all right?"
"I don't know what I am anymore. Confused. Embarrassed. Afraid..."
He inched back. He was big, huge, in fact, strong, scary-looking, too. He'd been trained in violence, committed it a lot, though not lately, but for her to say she was afraid of him hurt more than Derek could have imagined.
"Bella, you don't have to be afraid of me," he protested. "I'm never going to hurt you."
She dropped her hands and stared at him with wide eyes. "Afraid of you? How could anyone be afraid of you?" She shook her head as if she could not fathom it. "I'm afraid that wanting you so badly, I can't think straight and that will take away the one thing I've always wished for and never had."
"What?"
"Someone who loves me and accepts me for who I am," she whispered.
He frowned. "I can't believe it. You were one of the most popular girls in high school."
"Believe it. No one knows me as you do. All my life l had just been going through the motions, and inside, I was screaming!"
She shut her eyes. With her dark lashes lying long against her cheeks, he could see how pale she was. She swayed alarmingly. He took two large steps and caught her in his arms.
"What is wrong with you?" Derek asked with concern.
"I'm tired, Derek. Don't worry. Just tired. Can I lean on you a minute?"
She already was, her cheek against his chest, her arms around his waist.
"Of course. Isn't that what friends do? Lean?"
"Is it?"
"So I hear."
"Then, we're still friends? You forgive me for kissing you?"
She sounded like a child who wanted to make amends for a mistake. He couldn't help himself; he kissed the top of her head. "There's nothing to forgive."
"You're so sweet."
Derek stifled a snort. One thing he'd never been called was sweet.
"I admit I was scared at first because of how you looked, but then I discovered your beautiful soul. But don't worry, I'll get over it."
He should leave well enough alone. Let her get over it, as she said. Just hold her as long as she needed him to and then release her forever. But she felt too good in his arms, too right, and Derek knew that holding her wasn't going to be enough.
"I hope not."
She went still in his arms. "What did you say?"
"I hope you don't get over it."
Slowly she raised her head and gazed into his face. "But why?"
God help him; he wanted the relationship she'd just described.
Here was a beautiful woman saying she wanted him, she cared for him and she didn't mind the sight of his face. It was every ugly man's fantasy.
A disturbing thought insinuated itself into his mind.
Bella might be pretending. But what reason could she have for that? What possible advantage could come from her sleeping with him? He was already helping her; he had nothing to give her but what she said she wanted. Himself.
"Explain to me this. Whenever I got close to you, you shoved me away," Annabella said.
"Defense mechanism."
"I don't understand."
He hesitated, but since she was honest, he thought he would show her the same courtesy. "I wanted to kiss you the first moment I saw you, and that's something a man like me should never want."



"A man like you," she shook her head.
"You know what I mean," he removed the hood from his head.
Memories flickered, distracting him so that when she touched his face, his scar, he jerked back. She followed. She traced his scar with her fingertips, skimming the surface of the furrowed skin. Then she surprised him when she tiptoed and kissed his scar.
Derek found it impossible to believe that the desire in her eyes was a lie.
"Annabella?" He did what he'd been dying to, filling his hands with her hair and tilting her head just so.
Her eyes half closed, her mouth half-open, she-breathed,
"Mmm?"
"Just to get things straight. Today when you kissed me. I kissed you too."
When she smiled, he kissed her again.
CHAPTER 13

They rushed to Derek's place. It was the one closer to the gym.
As soon as they entered, Derek took Annabella in his arms and started kissing her again.
His mouth on hers was firm and warm; the hands tangled in her hair were gentle. Men usually rushed, wanted to touch what they'd been dreaming of. They always moved on to stage two long before she was ready. But Derek made love to her mouth slowly, reverently, as if he had an eternity just to kiss her, as if he enjoyed the melding of lips and tongue as much as she did.
When he lifted his head, she sighed, disappointed, but before she could lead him to the bed, he buried his face in her hair, then sweetly kissed her neck, her jaw, the corner of her eye.
His hands wrapped around her waist, and she waited for them to surge upward, cup her breasts. Instead, he kept his hands right where they were, thumbs tracing the quivering muscles of her belly.
She chastised herself for comparing past to present. How many times already had Derek demonstrated he was unlike other men?
As if to prove her every thought true, his mouth returned to hers and time lost its hold on them. His lips nibbled and caressed, nipped and suckled. The man could certainly kiss.
"Off," she muttered and pulled up his T-shirt.
He obliged, tugging the garment over his head. And then he stood before her in shorts.
Her fingertips fluttered over his chest, his belly, rubbing against the ridge of muscles. His indrawn breath tightened the muscles of his stomach.
Annabella ran her fingers up his rib cage, tangled them in the soft hair across his chest. Then she tore her mouth from his.
She trailed her fingers across his chest, over the spike of his nipples, then through the path of hair that disappeared into his pants.
She hooked her fingers in the waistband and tugged. "Off," she repeated.
He grinned a crooked smile, and she had to smile, too. She felt as though she could demand anything of him that she desired.
He pulled his shorts down slowly.
"Now..." he skimmed his palm down the side of her face. He dropped to his knees and pressed his mouth to the skin between her shirt and her shorts. She let out a loud moan, and the shudder that wracked her body made her knees tremble. He steadied her with his hands on her hips, then drew a taste of her skin into his mouth and suckled.
Her fingers on his shoulders clenched. His skin was hot and smooth; she touched his back, caressed his hair, then held his mouth right where it was.
His hands lowered, cupping her rear, sliding down her thighs, and then his fingers explored her calves, and his thumbs stroked higher and higher until he traced the quivering skin just beneath the ragged hem of her shorts. She held her breath, waited for him to go higher still, but he didn't. Instead, he pressed one last open-mouthed kiss to her belly and stood.
Without a word, he took her hand and led her to the bed.
She looked up once more, and his mouth took hers. No longer gentle, she didn't mind. She stroked his pulsing member with her hand as his tongue mimicked the movement within her mouth.
Moments later he lifted his head and stilled her caress. "You're driving me crazy." His voice was breathless.
The idea of making this strong man need, of making such a serene man yearn, aroused her.
He didn't care that he was naked and she was not. He didn't tug at her clothes; he didn't yank her onto the bed. Instead, he lay down and let her look at him. It was a first for him since he was hurt.
"You're going to give me a complex if you keep staring at me like that," he murmured.
She raised her gaze and caught a flicker of uncertainty in the depths of his black eyes.
"You're the most beautiful man I've ever seen," she whispered.
He gave a short bark of laughter, and held open his arms.
She sank into them gladly. Having his arms around her was almost as good as having her hands all over him. She hadn't realized how much she needed a hug until he'd started hugging her. She hoped he would hug her a lot, every chance that he got.
"Do you want me to take off my clothes?" she asked.
"Only if you want to."
She'd found his patience comforting, but the tension in her belly, her breasts, her being, was past soothing. She sat up and yanked her T-shirt over her head. She had no idea where it landed, because her gaze returned to his face.
She expected him to be staring, even ogling, her breasts, but was surprised to discover he was watching her face, as well. Would she ever learn that he did nothing the way she expected him to?
Her fingers lowered to her sport shorts, but his hands were there before her, easing them over her hips, sliding them down her thighs and dropping them over the edge of the bed and onto the floor.
She needed to be a part of this man who made her feel special and distinct, and she wanted him to be a part of her.
Taking his hand, she placed it on one breast. "Touch me, Derek. Look at me. Please."
Even then, he pressed a kiss to her temple first before he leaned back and lowered his gaze. The brush of his eyes was a near physical thing; heat spread over her body.
"You're a very pretty girl, Bella."
For some reason, his words disappointed her. Then he lifted his gaze, and she was captured by the intensity on his face. "But the most beautiful thing about you is that you're aware of how very little 'pretty' means in the scheme of life." He pressed his palm against her heart. "It's what's in here that counts."
He lowered his head to kiss the skin that his hand had covered. With his breath warm on her breast, he murmured, "The longer I know you, the more I see that you're even more exquisite inside than out."
He was wrong. Inside she was a whirling, dark storm of lunacy, weak and confused and stupid. Ugly beyond redemption.
She meant to tell him; she really did. She even opened her mouth. But all that came out was a moan when his lips closed over her breast.
He might not have been interested in them before, but he made up for it now, driving her to a clinging, shaking peak with his mouth alone.
All thought lost, sensation took its place. Gentleness abandoned, madness overcame the two of them. He touched her everywhere, in every way. Drove her up, then held her as she fell, and drove her right back again.
When at last he entered her, she was already limp and hoarse, but when he filled her and kissed her once more as he'd kissed her already a hundred times before, she arched to take him deeper, felt him touch her inside, and called his name once and again... and again... and again. Deeper... and deeper... and deeper.

CHAPTER 14

Life settled into a pattern. Derek was with Bella day and night. They spent time at her apartment and his house.
Derek didn't know how he'd gone all of these years without the joy of sex. Now, the least little thing made him hard and horny. Once Annabella reached under the sink for the dish soap, and her gorgeous ass seemed to call to him, and he wanted to slip her pants down and slam into her hard and fast.
But that wasn't the only way he liked it. He liked pushing into her softly as she begged him for more. He loved being with her and not just sexually. He enjoyed holding her in his arms while she fell asleep. He loved watching her on the treadmill as she found a pace that suited her. He loved the way she watched him as if there was nothing wrong with him.
Derek couldn't believe the turn things had taken, he also couldn't regret it, even though he had no doubt this would end badly.
No one in Middletown seemed to notice or care that the two of them were always together. In a town that thrived on gossip as its main source of entertainment, Derek should probably be insulted that nobody suspected anything was going on between the ugly ex-soldier and the gorgeous ex-model. But he wasn't.
Annabella was also on cloud nine. The loneliness that had been her constant companion all her life faded when she was with Derek. Her life was bright, warm and beautiful when she was with him. She felt loved, cared for, protected.
Derek was her breath of fresh air; he was the absolute love of her life. He thought she was perfect, and she wanted it to stay that way. She would do anything in her power to preserve her relationship with Derek.
It had become harder to hide it from Derek now that they were spending most of their time together. When she was with him, she let her guard down and ate things she shouldn't. She knew she had to tell him about her eating disorder at some point.
It was hard to imagine how Derek could miss a problem as serious as that, but Annabella kept her dark secret pretty well hidden. Or so she thought.
One evening, Derek used the key Annabella had given him after their first night and slipped into the darkened apartment. They had pizza for dinner, and Derek decided to go out for a walk. Annabella had preferred to stay at the apartment. The place was so quiet; Derek thought sh'd gone to sleep.
A muffled shuffle from the bathroom made him glance up just as Annabella came into the room. She raised her head, and stiffened, eyes darting to the kitchen table, the countertop, then back to him. The fear on her face made him nervous.
"What is it? You look like hell."
Her skin was pale, her hair sweaty and tangled; her hands shook when she reached up to rub her eyes.
"I'll be all right."
He crossed the room and pulled her into his arms. Her skin was clammy, and she shivered.
"You're sick." He led her over to the couch, and she sat down at his urging like a child. "What's the matter?"
Her eyes flitted to the table again. Derek strode over and picked up a packet of pills.
"No!" she cried.
"What are these pills for? To cause vomit?"
He'd wanted to give her a chance to confide in him, to trust him, but the time for patience had passed. Derek tossed the pills on her lap. Then he grabbed the laxatives off the counter and did the same thing with those.
He lifted his gaze to hers. "Anything else around here I need to know about?" She shook her head, wide-eyed.
"Good. Now we're going to talk."
Annabella was shaking from head to toe. Derek knew the truth that no one else had ever discovered. He knew just how ugly she was beneath her skin. Now he'd never touch her again. Bella waited for Derek to walk out the door.
But he didn't.
Instead, he sat down next to her on the couch and drew her against his side, just as he always did.
"Talk to me."
"I... I can't."
"Why not?"
"I've never told anyone."
"So many secrets, Bella. Why do you think you have to keep everything locked inside?"
She stared at him with her mouth hanging open. He'd called her Bella. As if nothing had happened. As if everything was still the same. As if he hadn't just discovered the monster inside her.
"What set you off?"
How could he sound so calm when her head, her stomach, her heart whirled in weary confusion?
"Set what off?"
"Anorexia, bulimia. One or the other... I'd say the latter, since you don't look so thin you make my teeth ache."
Hearing the words made her cringe. What if the entire world found out? What would happen to her then?
"I don't want to talk about it."
"Obviously, since you never have. But maybe you should, hmm?"
He kissed her brow. She wanted to turn herself over to his care, to let him make everything all right. But she'd been self-sufficient for so long, and now nothing would ever be all right again if she lost him.
"How can you touch me now that you know?"
"I've known all along."
She stiffened. "You have not!"
"Cutting your lasagna into itty-bitty pieces. One night you ate lasagna and garlic bread. The next day you didn't touch a thing, and you fainted. I'm not blind or stupid. Binge and purge, Bella."
She raised her gaze to his. "I still can't understand why you'd touch me if you discovered this."
"And I can't understand what one has to do with the other."
She groped for the words to explain what she felt. "I'm ugly beyond redemption..."
He touched one finger to her chin and turned her face toward his. "You're not ugly to me. You're affectionate. Brave. Devoted. Kind. From the skin all the way into your heart."
"And you're delusional. I'm a very ugly person. I'm not beautiful. Not inside where it counts. Inside I'm lost and lonely and dumb. And when I look in the mirror, I'll always be... be..."
She faltered, and he took her hand in his. "What?"
"Fat."
"Ah, I wondered about that." Derek ran his fingers through her hair, rubbing the back of her neck.
"I was fat as a little girl. No one liked me. I had a late growth spurt, and it was just like that ugly duckling story. Boys liked me and said I was pretty. I didn't become a swan overnight, but near enough. One day I was listening to some of the girls talking at school. It was cool to eat like mad, then throw up."
She shrugged at the disbelief on his face. "Teenage girls are the craziest people on the planet. Believe me. They'd pass around tips about laxatives, speed, water pills, fasting. Weird diets like eggs, bananas and hot dogs only. You name it, they knew about it."
"You have to be kidding."
"Because I'd lost weight, I started to feel special for the first time in my life..."
"Being special doesn't have one damn thing to do with your weight!"
"Really? Tell it to the world, Derek!" He scowled and opened his mouth to argue. "Let me finish. You did." His mouth snapped shut. "Things went worse when I got to California. I had to fit in those incredible tiny dresses. I had to starve myself almost to death to fit in them. That's when I should have left. But I didn't. The truth was that I was risking my health, my very life for a job."
Derek kept rubbing her neck, letting her know he was there for her.
"I read up on eating disorders. I'm a bulimic. Bulimics have other problems not as severe as anorexia, but nothing to be blasé about," Bella said, her eyes full of tears.
"I'm afraid you're going to really hurt yourself one of these days if you continue to do what you've been doing. I think you need help. There's nothing wrong with needing help once in a while," Derek's voice was soft and understanding.
She took a deep breath. "You're right, Derek. I've been sick for a long time now. It's time I admitted it and made me right. You're the best thing that ever happened to me. I'll look for help first thing in the morning. I'll do it for me, but I'm also doing it for us."
CHAPTER 15

Annabella started seeing a therapist for her eating disorder. It was a turning point in their relationship. She slowly began to open up to him. Their relationship became deeper and more real.
Her life had been an act, a constant and exhausting attempt to hide her bulimia. Once she stopped acting, she could slowly let the real Bella shine through. She had forgotten who she was when she was bulimic. But, as she began to recover and open up about her eating disorder, she learned to love herself. Cheesy but true.
Gradually, Annabella realized that Derek didn't hate her if she was bulimic. She realized that she could open up to him, and he would still love her.
The more she shared with him and her therapist about her bulimic experience, the more she felt able to conquer it. She began to understand that bulimia was not everything about her life. It was but a small part of it.
A small part that she could beat.
***
However, Annabella still had other battles to fight.
Annabella preferred spending time at Derek's place in the evenings because his home was just so much more comfortable than her tiny apartment. They had gotten into the habit of her sleeping over.
Derek had left work early to go grocery shopping and left Annabella the task of leaving everything ready from the next day and closing the gym.
On the way to Derek's place, she spotted Mary Lou walking towards her. Annabella was about to walk past her, but Mary Lou stopped her.
"Please Bella. I'd like to talk with you."
"Okay, I'm listening," Bella crossed her arms.
Mary Lou wrung her fingers, her face full of concern. "Don't you think...you're jumping into this kind of fast?"
Annabella looked at her, ready to jump at her throat. "Jumping into what exactly?"
Mary Lou sighed. "Derek, of course. Why do you have to get so wrapped up in a man, Bella?"
"It's something called love, Mary Lou. I'm sure you have heard about it," Bella snapped.
"How can you love someone that looks like him?" Mary Lou asked.
Bella twisted her mouth in disgust, her gaze on her ex-friend steady. Mary Lou wasn't as mean as Janice, she was just dumb. The kind of girl that goes with the flow. Annabella was sure she meant well, that's why she took the time to enlighten her.
"I'd been friends with Derek for months before we even kissed. How is that fast?"
"Bella, where do you see this relationship going?"
"Where any relationship goes, Mary Lou. I want to nurture it and allow it to keep growing. What are you getting at?"
Mary Lou took a deep breath. "do you think that you and Derek...fit?"
Annabella just watched her in surprise.
"I'm just saying... nobody is going to look down on you if you back away from this guy. Or if you just want to fool around with him because... he's got a fucking great body! But Bella, you don't want to MARRY this guy!"
Annabella took a deep breath. "I want you to listen to what I have to say and don't interrupt me. I'm not angry because you feel that way, Mary Lou. Because I used to think in those terms too, maybe we all do. I know that when I go places with Derek, we will always be the center of attention. I already know that I have to come to terms with that.
"I also know that I can't think that way anymore. I was so concerned about looks that I became a shallow and vain person. The old Annabella would have never considered dating a man that had the scarred face that Derek has.
"I know now that I was a very ugly person. And people around me made me feel ugly too. When someone says, 'if only you would lose weight,' they are really saying, 'you are not as good as the rest of us.'"
Mary Lou flinched at that.
"Maybe they don't mean to hurt you or pass judgment or call you ugly. But in my case, I put two and two together, and what I came up with was that I wasn't good enough if I was fat.
"I wish I knew then what I know now; I wouldn't have hurt a lot of people as I did, just because they were different. It doesn't matter what people look like on the outside because if you love them, they are beautiful," Annabella smiled. "Derek is beautiful. I'd rather have him with his ugly face than have an ugly person with a perfect one."
Bella looked into Mary Lou's eyes. "You don't need to define beauty for me anymore. Your definition doesn't meet mine now because I think Derek is beautiful, and that's why I love him, not because of how he looks."
Mary Lou grabbed a tissue from her purse to dab at the tears in her eyes. "I really came off as shallow. But it's certainly not what I meant."



Mary Lou met Annabella's eyes. "But I guess I am. I didn't realize how judgmental I was being. I'd... like to get to know Derek better."
Annabella smiled. "I'll call you."
CHAPTER 16
The next morning, Bella was walking to the gym when a woman stopped her and looked at her with disgust.
"I really thought you had changed, girl. You fooled the whole town."
Annabella frowned. "What are you talking about?"
The woman offered her the latest edition of The Middletown Gazette, and turned it so Annabella could read the headline: Beauty and the Beast.
Her blood went cold even before she saw the picture below the words. Derek and her, holding hands at her apartment door, their mouths inches apart, looking into each other's eyes.
She grabbed the paper out of the woman's hand and skimmed the article beneath the picture:
"A source close to Annabella Reed claims that she and the owner of the gym Derek Hayes have been involved in a relationship for weeks. It is said that the former model is looking for a way to re-launch her career, and dating an injured and decorated veteran is a publicity coup of the highest order. It's said some modeling agencies had reached Ms. Reed..."
Annabella folded the paper back together and gave it back to the woman. Unease prickled the back of her neck. The article was nothing but lies.
A source close to Annabella Reed? Who? She certainly hadn't told anyone. Except... Janice! She was going to kill her!
Ignoring the continued smirks, snickers and winks from the locals, Annabella hurried down Main Street. She fled toward the gym.
Derek was there. His hoodie was back on his head. Obviously, he had read The Gazette article too.
"Tell me you don't believe the bullshit Janice published."
He looked at her.
Everyone around stopped exercising to witness the exchange between them.
Derek looked at Bella and said, "I'm not exactly swimming in self-confidence. I won't deny that when I read the story it made me doubt us for a split second... I didn't know what to believe about what I read, and I didn't want to believe the worst."
Bella wrapped her arms around herself feeling a sudden chill. "Derek, please..."
Derek softly pressed a finger on Bella's lips. "The article echoed my deepest fears, and made a lot more sense than what I've believed for the past weeks."
Bella went light-headed with dread. "You can't believe everything we shared was a lie."
Derek smiled at her, "Relax, I don't. I know what we have is real. I know Janice too."
"Oh Derek!" Bella ran to him and he opened his arms to welcome her in them.
"I love you, Bella."
Annabella cried. "I love you too." Relief flooded her entire being. "I was so afraid."
He kissed the top of her head, squeezing her tight in his strong arms.
"However, a tabloid story like this is going to be a gossip fest. You know the saying 'Give a lie twenty-four hours' start, and you can never overtake it'."
Bella pressed her lips together. She hastily released herself from his embrace and walked tothe door.
"Where are you going?" Derek asked her.
"To catch a lie and kick someone's ass in the process," Bella explained. She winked at Derek and left the gym. "I'll set everything straight."
She stormed out of the gym. Several people followed her as she practically ran towards The Gazette's building.
Annabella pushed open the door and rushed into the office. Janice was working on her computer.
"Hi, girlfriend. What's up? Did you read today's issue? You and Derek made it to the front page," Janice smirked, showing her a paper.
Bella stood in front of Janice, snatched the paper from her hands and threw it at her face.
"You are a true snake. You're so full of venom," she growled.
"Get down off your high horse, girlfriend. You did worse things in high school. You're not better than me," Janice yelled back.
By now, a small crowd was gathering at the front of the building and was watching everything through the glass window.
"Yes, I did and I'm truly sorry because now I know how much they hurt. You hurt the man I love. You cheapened our love. Everyone is going to think I don't love him." Annabella leaned forward and hissed. "This is the last of your cruel jokes. You are going to come with me right now and apologize to Derek."
"Oh no, I won't! I have work to do. Have a great morning!" Janice started typing on her keyboard, ignoring Annabella.
Bella yanked the computer's cord out from the wall's electrical outlet. "Not anymore. You are coming with me."
Janice looked at her friend with a smirk on her face and said, "Make me."
Annabella slapped Janice in the face so hard it made her cheek burn. She gasped and looked at Bella in surprise.
"YOU are going to come with me. YOU are going to set things straight with everyone, and YOU are going to apologize to us. Am I clear?" Annabella said, wiggling her finger in front of her former friend.
"You hit me!"
Bella slapped Janice again on the other cheek even harder than the first time.
"Yes, I did. Someone needs to slap the shit out of you," she screamed.
"You assaulted me!" Janice exclaimed rubbing her cheek.
"You published lies about me!" Bella shot back. "How is it called? Defamation of character?"
A roar of approval came from the small crowd outside.
Annabella grabbed Janice's arm and dragged her out of her chair and out of the Gazette's building.
"Let me go, Bella! This isn't funny. Are you crazy?" Janice struggled in vain to set herself free from Annabella's tight grip.
"YOU'LL come with me to the gym. YOU'LL explain to everyone that what you wrote is nothing but a lie and then YOU'LL apologize to us. THEN and only then I'll let you go." Annabella pulled Janice's arm forward causing her to stumble.
"When did you get so strong?" Janice asked, out of breath.
"It's calling exercising, bitch. You should try it. Your ass is getting fat."
The crowd that was gathering behind the two women laughed. They followed them, commenting on what was going on. Some of the locals who had seen the whole scene from the beginning were telling others who had just arrived what was going on.
"I'm sorry, okay? I never wanted to hurt you or Derek. I thought you would find the article funny. Please, don't make me do this. Not in front of the whole town," Janice implored. "I'll write an article in the next Gazette issue."
"That's a great idea. You'll explain to everyone that the article was a lie. You'll apologize to us, and you'll publish a written apology in the next issue."
Annabella was practically dragging Janice on Main Street, her feet barely touching the ground.
Some women supported Annabella's words. "You tell her, girl."
When they finally reached the gym, Bella pushed Janice forward, and she fell on her knees. Then Annabella entered the gym, spotted Derek and said, "Someone wants to apologize to us."
Derek looked at Bella, and then at the large crowd in front of his gym. It seemed the entire town was there. He pulled the hoodie down over his face and went out.
Annabella slapped the back of Janice's head and ordered her, "Talk!"
Janice raised her head a bit, but she caught a glimpse of Derek's face. He looked really scary. She lowered her head down, gulped and said in a whisper. "Look, Derek..."
Someone from the crowd screamed, "Louder. We can't hear anything from here."
Annabella looked down at Janice and said in a commanding voice, "You heard the man. Speak louder so everyone can hear you."
Janice cleared her throat and said, "Look, Derek, I apologize about the article I wrote. The other day when we gathered for lunch, Bella started to say how wonderful you were and how much she cared for you. Mary Lou and I pointed out that she could do better than you. Then Annabella started lashing both of us, saying we were still two immature teens who needed to grow up."
Someone from the crowd said, "Yes, you are." A small group laughed. The rest shushed them.
"So I wrote this article to pay her back for her words and her holier-than-thou attitude. I made up the whole thing about the publicity stunt. It's not true. I'm sorry. I'm really sorry."
Janice started to cry, but no one paid attention to her. Every pair of eyes was fixed on Derek and Janice.
Bella walked to Derek and slowly slid the hoodie off his head, grabbed his T-shirt with both hands and said loud enough for everyone to hear it, "I love you. I'd never do anything to hurt you." She tip-toed and kissed him deeply.
The crowd cheered and clapped.
When they broke off, Annabella turned around and harangued the multitude that had gathered around them, "Do any of you have any doubt about us?"
No one said a word.
"Good. Because I love Derek and, for some inexplicable reason, it seems he loves me too."
She turned her head to check on Derek. She could tell he was still feeling uneasy not having his hood on in front of a crowd. He smiled at her and nodded. Tears started falling down her cheeks.
"Janice called us beauty and the beast. In a very twisted way, she was right. Derek has one of the most beautiful souls I've ever met. He is kind, he is caring, he is loving... He is everything a girl could wish for in a man. Me on the other hand..." her voice faltered and broke. Derek placed his big hands on her shoulder for moral support.
"I know what you think about me. I was vain. I was selfish. I thought I was better than anyone because of my looks. I was part of a group that bullied and humiliated lots of you in high school. I'm the monster here, not Derek. I'm deeply sorry."
Annabella started sobbing.
Derek took her in his arms and rested her head on his chest, "You might be a beast, but you are MY beast," he told her.
Annabella looked up and said, "Yours. All yours. Only yours. Forever yours."
Kat came out of the crowd and called her softly, "Bella."
Annabella turned around and looked at Kat's face.
Kat smiled wide at her.
"Well done, girl. Next lunch at The Jammed, it's on the house," and she started clapping. The whole town joined her.
Derek took Bella and his arms and kissed her again, deeply; madly, truly in love with her.
The crowd went wild. Everyone loves a happy ending.
EPILOGUE.

Janice kept her word, and she published what seemed a heartfelt apology for her previous article and a pretty accurate account of what had happened. It was the most sold issue in years. Even so, Janice was treated like a pariah for a very long time.
People in town didn't talk about anything else for weeks. Derek and Bella became local celebrities. People called them 'Beauty and The Beast', but in a good way. Wherever they went, they got nothing but support and good wishes from everyone.
Mary Lou and Bella eventually rekindled their friendship. She was one of Anabella's bridesmaids at the wedding.
Of course there was a wedding! Almost every fairytale ends with a wedding.
Bella prepared a surprised for Derek. After they recited their vows and kissed, she began to sing a familiar song,
"Blackbird singing in the dead of night.
Take these broken wings and learn to fly.
All your life, you were only waiting for this moment to arise..."
THE END
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***
CHAPTER 1
"It looks like the same vehicle that caused the accident on the Interstate." Bert advised me, while he called in the license plate number of the SUV to the dispatcher. "Could be a DUI, but they also could be running away from something else. Maybe we should wait for backup, kid."
"For the umpteenth time, I'm not a kid, Bert. I got this."
We had chased and stopped a SUV that was weaving back and forth over the center line. The driver had been supposedly involved in a three-car crash on northbound Interstate 5 in Portland, leaving one person dead.
I got out and approached the vehicle. I tapped a knuckle on the window of the van and begin to converse with the driver. I noted another passenger in front, a frightened woman. She was making strange movements with her eyes. Something was wrong.
I moved a few feet back and gestured for the driver to step out of the vehicle.
The guy reached to unfasten his seatbelt, but he got a gun instead and shot straight at me. I stumbled backwards onto the road.
Shit! The vest saved me from a serious injury, but even so it hurt like hell.
"Freeze! Drop your weapon!" I heard Bert shouting.
The passenger door opened and the woman fell onto the road, screaming hysterically. "Help me! He kidnapped me."
"Stay down, madam!" Bert shouted at her.
Just as I tried to stand, the tires skidded over the pavement, spitting up loose gravel, and the SUV fishtailed out of there.
I aimed my .38 and fired off a couple of rounds at the left rear tire. The car did a 180 on the pavement and skidded into the guard rail about a hundred yards away.
"You okay, kid?" Bert asked me, while I was rising unsteadily to my feet. He reached out to give me a hand.
"Yeah, the bastard got me in the vest."
"I'll get the woman," Bert said.
I heard the sound of the minivan engine sputter. The suspect was attempting to make another escape.
The front door of the van swung open. The suspect hopped out and sprinted down the road.
"Don't even think about it, kid. Don't try to be a hero. Backup is on the way."
Sirens wailed in the distance.
"I'm going after him," I said to Bert, and broke into a run.

I barely registered Bert's voice calling after me. I probably should have listened to him, but I couldn't let the suspect get away.
This was my first taste of real action in years. My veins were probably full of adrenaline at that moment. I radioed in my location and followed the kidnapper into a scrap yard.
The suspect disappeared around a stack of cars. I followed briskly, pausing at the corner to check my weapon and peer out to make sure he wasn't positioned there, waiting for me.
He had gained some distance and was scrambling up and over a chain-link fence. I immediately resumed my pursuit and climbed the fence to propel myself over. My chest hurt like hell.
I dropped to the ground on the other side of the fence.
"Stop! Police!" I shouted.
To my surprise, the suspect halted on the spot and whirled around.
I aimed my gun at him. "Drop your weapon!"
He fired at me three times. A searing pain shot through my stomach, just below the bottom of my vest. Another bullet hit me in the leg.
Somehow I managed to fire off a few rounds before sinking to the ground. The suspect fell.
In that instant, two squad cars came around the corner, sirens wailing and lights flashing.
Slowly, wearily, finding it difficult to breathe, I lay down on my back in the middle of the street. I began to shiver.
I turned my head to watch two officers approach the suspect, who was face down in the ditch in front of the hedge.
Then, I heard rapid footsteps, growing closer.
"Nick, are you okay?"
I looked up at Bert. "I think I'm hit."
"Yeah," he replied, glancing uneasily at my abdomen. "Help's on the way. Hang in there, Nick. You're going to be fine."
Feeling chilled to the bone, I shook my head. "I don't think so. You called me, Nick."
By now Bert was applying pressure to my stomach, which hurt like hell. He shouted over his shoulder, "Officer down! Need some help over here!"
I clenched my jaw against the burning agony in my guts, and heard more sirens.
"Will they be here soon?" I asked with a sickening mixture of panic and dread.
"Yeah," Bert replied. "Any second now. Just hang on."
"It's cold," I whispered.
More footsteps. I felt no pain, only relief but was drifting off. It was hard to focus.
"Don't die on me, Nick," I heard Bert plead.
That was the last thing I remembered from that day.
CHAPTER 2

When I woke up, I could see a team of doctors and nurses crowded around a body in an operating room and his stomach was sliced open. I'd never seen so much blood in my life. They were suctioning it into a tube.
I felt sorry for the unfortunate guy on the table. He looked like he was in pretty rough shape.
Then I realized it was actually me on the table.
I was out of my body, right above them, looking down.
Strangely, this didn't trouble me. I was glad not to be in that ravaged body. The whole situation looked rather gruesome.
"Spleen is shattered," one of the surgeons said. "Grab the artery here, put pressure on it until I can clamp it... Another one, Susan. Keep them coming. We've got lots more bleeders."
Some kind of alarm went off on one of the beeping monitors, and the anesthetist said, "We're losing him, we're losing him."
I continued to watch the scene with an unemotional curiosity. I felt nothing. I was surrounded by a warm peacefulness.
"I know, I know," the surgeon replied, digging deeper into my guts.
He reached in and clamped down on the artery to my spleen.
He took the scissors and made a few snips, then pulled out my spleen and dropped it into a steel bin. "This should do it, release the clamp... slowly..."
They all watched in anticipation.
The blood started to stream again. "Shit."
Another alarm sounded. I hoped, for their sake, they could work out the problem. As for my own, I didn't really care.
"Get me another six units."
A nurse ran out of the room. The heart monitor began to hum in a high-pitched, unbroken tone, and everyone moved about in a panic.
"We need chest compressions now. Clamp what you can to stop the bleeding."
A nurse dropped the chart to the floor, pulled on a pair of gloves and rushed to help. She began pushing on my chest under the sterile drapes.
The surgeon yelled, "More clamps... now!" as the suction machine rose to a crescendo.
I understood that I was dying. Oddly, I was indifferent to that. Then I felt a loving presence behind me. Slowly, I turned.
There was a bright light in the back corner of the operation room. I felt the physical sensation of being drawn toward it. None of this seemed out of the ordinary, not even to me, the most spiritually skeptical person in the universe.
The next thing I remember, after moving through some sort of dark, wide tunnel, was being met by a number of people. Well, 'people' wasn't exactly the right word because they weren't really human. They seemed to be made of light, so it was impossible to recognize them in a physical sense. However, they felt familiar. Somehow I knew one of them was my grandma.
Then the vast, open space all around me began to spin like a tornado. I found myself standing in the center of it, reliving every moment of my life from the time I was born, through childhood, adolescence and young adult. I felt everything as if it were happening in real time, except that I could reflect upon it and comprehend every ripple effect of every choice and action, with the wisdom and hindsight of a man who has lived his life a thousand times over.
One particular moment of my life, got stuck in my mind.
CHAPTER 3

I was a very active kid, always getting in trouble. My parents' divorce did not help matters. Dad went to live to Portland, while Mom stayed in Middletown and I split time with each of them.

When I was in Middletown I used to spend a lot of time outdoors, riding my bike with my friends there. However, my best childhood friend lived in Portland. A boy named Jonathan James Reynolds or J.J. for short. He had two sisters. Wendy, who was two years older than we were, and Lizzie, who was three years younger.
Wendy was really cool, and she used to hang with us too. Lizizie, on the other hand, was a very shy girl, and preferred to stay indoors reading books.
Mr. Reynolds was a surgeon, so he was hardly ever home. Mrs. Reynolds was really nice. She always invited us in to swim in the pool they had in the back yard. I always thought they were insanely rich because of that.
J.J. and I were very active kids and we got into our share of trouble. Nothing serious, of course, we used to ride our bikes, explore abandoned houses, and throw rocks at the windows.
One day, one of the neighbors called the police, we were around ten years old. Both our parents were called. Dr. Reynolds accused me of being 'a bad influence' and forbid his son to hang out with me.
That was the beginning of the end of our friendship.
"It's not fair," I said to Dad. "J.J. is my best friend. We didn't do anything really serious."
Dad tried calling Dr. Reynolds, but he hung up the phone. We tried to talk with Mrs. Reynolds but she refused to hear us. Even a kid like me could see that the poor woman lived in terror of contradicting her husband's orders.
Dr. Reynolds was a very strict person who ruled his family like an old Roman Caesar. His way or not way at all. His word was law. He had an obsessive need to control not only his family, but everyone around him.
Every morning before his kids left for school, their beds had to be made with hospital corners and without creases.
If they were ever caught leaving a dirty dish anywhere in the house, or not hanging up their jackets when they came in the door, they had to do extra chores for a week. There were more rules about grades and J.J. had a hard time with that because he wasn't as book smart as Wendy or Lizzie.
Of course, J.J. defied his father orders every time he could, which not only got him into trouble, but me too. Every time he could, he escaped from his house to hang with me.
One day, Dr. Reynolds had enough, and sent J.J. to a military school while the rest of the Reynolds family moved away to Arizona.
"Was it because of me?" I asked my father. "Is this my fault? Am I the reason they moved?"
"Of course not, Nicky," Dad replied ruffling my hair. "Dr. Reynolds was wrong to say that to you. He's just upset and wants someone to blame."
Mom made an effort to keep in touch with Mrs. Reynolds, and she knew that the girls had been enrolled in an expensive private school which required them to wear uniforms and play instruments in the school band. However, after a while, we lost touch with the Reynolds' family completely.
Suddenly, I felt my grandma's presence at my side and her voice sounded clearly in my mind. "It's not your time yet. You still have things to do, Nicky."
CHAPTER 4

Pain exploded through my central core and shot down the length of my left thigh. Hot, searing and torturous. This was followed by a searing burst of panic that radiated outward from my heart.
"Open your eyes, Nick. You can do it," whispered a voice.
My mind screamed the command, but my lids merely fluttered in response. My frustration mounted.
A flash of light swept through the darkness.
Fear and confusion gripped me.
"Nick, can you hear me? I know you can do it. Wake up. Wake up."
I fought with all my might against the stubborn weight of my eyelids. Then, at last, they lifted, and I saw a hand in front of my face. It held a penlight. The light was sweeping back and forth. Everything was blurry.
"That's it," the voice approved with encouragement. "You can do it."
It was a woman's voice.
Wendy...?

No. That wasn't possible.
The penlight clicked off and the room became bathed in semi-darkness again as I watched that mysterious hand slip the little black device into the breast pocket of a white lab coat.
"I'm right here, Nick," Wendy Reynolds said. "Welcome back."
I struggled to focus on a pair of achingly familiar green eyes blinking down at me. Was I still dreaming? Or was this death?

Every instinct in my body told me it was Wendy Reynolds, J.J.'s big sister. However, the world was still a blur and I couldn't let myself believe it. This had to be a lingering imprint from all those memories that had flashed through my mind.
"Wendy?" I whispered, still unable to believe she was truly standing over me.

"Can you see me?" she asked as if she couldn't believe it either. "Can you hear me?"
I managed a nod.
"This has to be some kind of miracle," she said with surprise.
"Am I dead?" I asked.
She gave a short laugh. "No, but you came pretty close. Welcome back to the world of the living. Good decision, by the way."
I blinked a few times, and glanced at the name tag on her lab coat. It read Dr. Wendy Reynolds.
"You work here?" I asked in a raspy voice.
"Kind of. I'm a third year psychiatry resident. I shouldn't really be in here with you. I'm supposed to be somewhere else right now, but when I saw them take you out of the ambulance..." Her voice quavered. "I couldn't believe it was you and I had to stay with you. It's been such a long time, Nick."
She glanced over her shoulder at the door. "There's a nurse coming in now and the ICU doc should be right behind her. I must go."
I couldn't think straight. I felt frazzled and displaced. Then, I remembered watching the details of my operation. My stomach was open... There was blood everywhere... a warm light and a tunnel that pulled me in...
"Will you come back?" I asked.
I wanted to tell her what had happened to me. Would she believe it? Would anyone believe it?
Wendy nodded. "I will, but right now they need to check you over. You did really well, Nick. You're a survivor. I'm so glad you made it."
Just then, a nurse ran into the room and I lost sight of Wendy. I looked around for her, but she was gone.
CHAPTER 5

"How long was I out?" I asked Dr. Russell, who leaned over me to listen to my chest with a stethoscope. He ignored my question.
After a moment, he tugged the ear buds out and looped the instrument around his neck.
"You've been in a coma for five days," he replied as he checked both my incisions, "so let me be the first to congratulate you on what has been an amazing recovery. You're a real fighter, Nick. There's no doubt about that."
I grimaced slightly and spoke in a hoarse whisper. "Thank you."
"Any trouble catching your breath?" he asked.
"No."
"Chest pain? Pain in your calves?"
"My thigh's pretty sore."
He turned to the nurse. "Get him some Hydromorphone. Two milligrams. Slow IV push." He held a finger up in front of my face. "Now I want you to follow my finger with your eyes. Any double vision?"
"No."
"Good. Now look at my nose." He shone a penlight in both my eyes. "Very good."
He kept performing different test on me. While he checked my reflexes, I asked, "What happened to me... exactly?"
It was a pretty broad enquiry, considering all the questions I had about the past five days. He peered at me curiously over the rims of his spectacles.
"Nick, do you remember anything about what happened?"
Feeling tired all of a sudden, I closed my eyes. "I know I was wounded while pursuing a suspect. I got two shots, in the stomach and the leg."
"That's correct," the doctor said. "Do you know where you are? What city?"
"I passed away before they brought me here. I'm not in Middletown, that's for sure. This looks like a very big hospital, so I'd say Portland," I took a few seconds to draw in a breath. "Is my partner okay? What about the woman in the van? Do you know anything about that?"
"I'm afraid not," Dr. Russell said. "Your mother and father had been here constantly. Tonight was the first night none of them stayed, only because the nurses badgered them to go home and get some rest."
Dr. Russell circled around the bed and checked something on one of the monitors. While he was doing that, the nurse returned and administered what I assumed to be pain medication. I immediately relaxed as it flowed through my system.
"Can I ask you something?" I said to the doctor, turning my head on the pillow.
"Sure." He seemed distracted by what he was writing in my chart.
"Did my heart stop while I was in the operating room?"
That caused him to look up. He inclined his head slightly.
"Why would you ask that?"
I wasn't sure how to explain because I didn't want to come off as a nutcase, but I needed to know what happened.
"I think I had a..." I paused and spoke in a whisper. "I'm not sure what to call it. It was some kind of experience, I guess."
"What kind of experience?"
My mouth went dry. "This is going to sound crazy. I don't even know if it was real. Maybe it was just a dream. Or maybe it was one of those... You know..."
He shook his head and leaned a little closer.
I glanced over at the nurse, who appeared busy with something. "It might have been one of those out-of-body experiences." I whispered, "I saw a light."
For a moment the doctor studied my pupils. "What kind of light?"
"I'm not sure how to describe it. It was... peaceful. It drew me in."
"What else did you see, Nick?" he asked frowning his brow.

Terrific! Now the doctor was thinking I was a nutcase. I could hear it in his voice.
I probably should have shrugged it all off right there and said it was just a dream. It must have been the drugs that made me continue to blabber on.
"I saw the operation," I told him, "but it was like I was watching it from the ceiling. One of the surgeons said they were losing me, and everyone panicked. Is that what happened? Did I flatline?"
"I wasn't there," Dr. Russell replied, "so I'm not sure about the details."
He patted me on the shoulder. "Rest assured, you're fine now. The surgery went well and they were able to remove both bullets."
"What about my spleen?" I asked. "They removed that too, didn't they?"
There was no way I could miss how the nurse stopped what she was doing and looked up to meet Dr. Russell's eyes.
"They did." He moved around the bed and spoke quietly to the nurse. "Let's order a psych consult for tomorrow."
"Wendy Reynolds... Send the third year resident with the long brown hair." I wished in my head.

The drugs started making me sleepy.
"Everything else looks good," Dr. Russell cheerfully said. "Now you just need to focus on healing. First thing tomorrow, we'll set you up in a physio program."
"Physio?" I drowsily asked.
"For your leg," he explained. "The bullet went straight into a major muscle. Tore it up pretty bad. I'm afraid you'll be off work for a while."
"How long?"
"At least six weeks, I'd say."

"Will I make a full recovery?" I groggily asked. I certainly didn't want to end up behind a desk doing paperwork before I could really prove myself in the field.
"That's entirely up to you," the doctor replied as he lowered the clipboard to his side, "and how hard you're willing to work at this. I'll warn you now, though... it's not going to be easy. There will be pain, but you seem to be made of pretty stern stuff."



"I'm a fighter."
Dr. Russell nodded. "Just remember, half the battle's up here." He tapped his temple three times with the tip of his finger.
"I'll keep that in mind," I said before falling asleep.
CHAPTER 6
I woke up the next morning when a nurse came in to deliver a breakfast tray. Tea with cup of broth and a tiny bowl of green jelly.
"This is all I get? I haven't eaten in five days. I'm starving."
"The doctor wrote DAT in your chart," she informed me, "which means 'diet as tolerated.' They'll see how you do sipping on this, then they'll advance you to something more."
"So lunch will be better?"
"Maybe. As long as you can keep this down."
"Great." I reached for the cup of broth and hoped for the best.
A half hour later, my mother and my dad walked into the room. Mom burst into tears at the sight of me.
"Thank God you're awake!" she said, bending over the bed rail to hug me. "I'm so sorry we weren't here when you woke up. They sent us home."
"No worries, Mom. You're here now."
Dad moved to the other side of the bed and hugged me as well. "You are one tough cop," he said with a grin. "You were all over the news."
"Yeah?" I replied. "So I'm a celebrity now?"
"Pretty much," Mom replied. "The reporters were outside for the first few days, but they're gone now. I'm sure they'll be back when they hear you're awake."
I rubbed the back of my neck. "I'm not really up for talking to reporters. I haven't even tried to walk yet. And I could use a shower."
"Don't worry about any of that press stuff," Mom said. "We'll handle everything and tell them how you're doing. There are a lot of concerned people out there. People in Middletown were lighting candles and praying for you all the time."
I thought about my strange experience in the operating room and couldn't help but wonder if it was all those prayers that had brought me back. I probably should have said something to my family about my experience, but in the morning light, it seemed less real than it had when I first woke up.
Maybe the whole thing was merely a dream.
"Have you heard the news?" Mom asked.
I shook my head while I scraped the bottom of the small bowl of jelly.
"The kidnapper's in custody."
"He's alive?"
"Yeah, he's fine. You shot him in the leg and he was released from the hospital after a day or two."
"What about the woman?"
"She's fine, too," Mom replied. She's very grateful for what you and Bert did for her. She said the guy stole her van while she was pumping gas. He forced her inside, then got behind the wheel and kept the gun on her. Turns out he was running from some drug dealers he owed money to. The woman came to visit you the first days. Those are the flowers she left."
Mom pointed toward the window.
"That was thoughtful," I said.
Mom leaned over the bed to kiss me on the cheek. "We're just glad you're all right. We've all been so worried."
She stepped back when two nurses entered the room with towels and a pan of water. "Good morning, Nick," one of them said cheerfully. "I'm Sandy. Are you ready for a bath?"
"I thought you'd never ask," I replied. "Does a sponge bath count as a date, Sandy?"
I winked at her and the nurse laughed. My parents shook their heads with a smile and went out for coffee.
CHAPTER 7

I must have fallen asleep, because when I woke up, a golden light from the setting sun was beaming through the window.
I pressed the call button and a nurse hurried through the door. "Is everything all right?"
I inched upward on the pillows and grimaced at the stiffness in my body. "I'd like to take a walk."
"That's a great idea." She approached the bed and lowered the rail. "And very ambitious of you. Most patients have to be dragged kicking and screaming out of their beds after surgery."
"I don't want to just lie around," I told her. "I need to get back to work. Sooner would be better than later."
My muscles felt weak and rubbery, but I was determined to be mobile again. I couldn't let myself fall into a rut.
"You're scheduled for physio tomorrow," the nurse informed me as we shuffled toward the door. "Just remember, even a healthy person would find it a challenge to walk after being asleep for five days."
We walked the full length of the hall and back, and I realized quickly that that was more than enough. "Thanks," I said. "I needed that." By then I was feeling a bit dizzy and needed to get back in the bed.
A voice in the room startled me out of my thoughts and caused me to jump. "Did someone order a psych consult?"
I lifted my head on the pillow. There stood Wendy at the foot of my bed. The evening sunlight from the window reflected blindingly off the aluminum clipboard she hugged to her chest.
"That's a definite yes," I replied, more than a little relieved to see her again, "for the crazy cop in room 237."
Her face lit up with a smile as she moved to the side of my bed.
"Let's get you sitting up so I can do a proper assessment," Wendy said. She laid the clipboard on the side table and raised the head of my bed with the push of a button.
This allowed me an opportunity to admire, up close, the lovely details of her face. She had grown into a beautiful woman.
"I'm just going to ask you a few standard questions to get us started. Are you ready?"
"Fire away."
Pen in hand, she looked down at the chart. "Do you have any medical problems?"
"Besides having been shot twice in the past week." I inched upwards on the bed. "Well, I have no spleen, but otherwise, I'm pretty healthy. I exercise regularly, eat well. My blood pressure's always good."
"Have you ever been diagnosed with a mental illness in the past?"
"No."
"Have you ever seen a mental health provider such as a psychiatrist, psychologist, or social worker before? Perhaps at work?"
Again, I said no. Then Wendy asked if I was on any medications, or if anyone in my family suffered from mental illness.
"Not that I know of."
"Do you belong to any particular religion?"
"Not really," I replied. "I mean... I was baptized in the Episcopal Church, but we only went to services on special holidays like Christmas and Easter. It's not really a big part of my life."
She wrote some more things down. Then she flipped the page, paused a moment and took a breath.
"All right then. What about hallucinations, Nick? Have you ever had any unusual experiences such as hearing voices that other people can't hear? Or seeing things other people can't see? Or do you have unusual ideas, such as feeling that you have special powers that no one else has?"
I hesitated a moment, and she watched me intently.
"It's written in my chart, I suppose?" I asked. "That's why you're asking this question?" Great. Now I sounded paranoid.
She continued to stare at me. "What's written in your chart?"
"What I told Dr. Russell when I first woke up last night. That I might have had a..." I paused again.
"You might have had a what, Nick?"
I cleared my throat. "It'll probably sound ridiculous, but I think I might have had a..." I lowered my voice even further. "A near-death experience during surgery."
When she did nothing but blink at me, I quickly raised a hand. "Look, if it's all the same to you, I don't want that to go on my record at work. That's the last thing I need because they don't typically issue a weapon to a cop who's delusional or being diagnosed with some sort of weird psychosis."
Again, Wendy simply watched me, and I sensed she was waiting for me to elaborate on what happened. Or what I thought happened.
When I didn't offer anything more, she asked, "Was it an out-of-body experience?"
I wet my lips. "I don't know. Maybe I went to heaven for a minute, except that I don't really believe in that stuff. I was hoping... maybe you'd know, being a psychiatrist and everything. Have you ever dealt with anyone who's experienced something like this before? Is it common?"
Wendy reclined back in her chair. "I wouldn't say it's common, but it's not unheard of either. I'll be honest with you Nick, most members of the medical community are skeptical about near-death experiences. It's usually considered that the patient experienced some sort of hallucination. But there are those out there who are interested in finding answers."
"I just want to figure out what happened."
Wendy sat forward and rested her elbow on her knee, her chin on her fist. "What do you think happened?"
I stared at her uneasily. "I'm pretty sure I died during the surgery and somehow I witnessed what was happening in the OR from a place outside my body. I just want to understand how that could happen. And what was the light I saw? Was it heaven? Or is that what happens when the brain shuts down? Is it physiological?"
She leaned back and rested her temple on her forefinger.
"Most researchers don't consider it proof of God or heaven or the afterlife, although some are trying to prove there's a connection."
"What do you believe?" I asked.
She let out a sigh. "If you want my honest opinion as a medical professional, I think this is something beyond our ability to understand at this point in time. Maybe someday we'll be able to prove what it is, but for now, it's still considered fringe science. With that said, I have an open mind."
A profound sense of relief moved through me. "So you don't think I'm crazy?"
She chuckled softly. "That's not a word I like to use when I'm describing my patients."
I felt the corner of my mouth curl up in a grin. "Fair enough."
"Can you tell me more about your experience?"
I glanced at the chart she'd set aside. "Can it be off the record?"
"Nothing of what we're talking will be on your record," she assured me.
I trusted Wendy, so I described every detail of my experience in the operating room, and how I floated to the ceiling and moved toward a light that drew me in and escorted me to another luminous place.
"It's true what they say about your life flashing before your eyes," I told her. "I saw everything. I felt it, as if it were happening in real time, yet a part of me knew it wasn't. I knew I'd been shot and that my body was dying, yet I was reliving the past.
"Strangely, I think it was your voice that pulled me out of that memory and helped me regain consciousness."
Wendy pushed a lock of hair behind her ear and sat forward.
"Tell me more about those beings of light. You mentioned that you recognized your grandmother? Did she speak to you?"
"There weren't really any actual words spoken," I explained, "but I knew she was saying hello and welcoming me. There were others that seemed familiar, but I couldn't make out who they were. It was a bit fuzzy."
"Fuzzy," she repeated.
I nodded. "I was resisting everything I was seeing. Like I didn't want to believe it was real."
"Were you afraid?"
"Not at all." I looked down at my hands on my lap. "It seems odd to me now, how people fear death."
"How do you feel about being back among the living?" she asked. "Any regrets?"
I had to think about that for a moment. "I don't know yet," I said. "Part of me is wondering if I returned for a specific purpose."
"Like what?"
I shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe that's crazy, but I feel like that light being knew something I didn't. It struck me as being very knowledgeable."
Wendy seemed to be lost in her own thoughts.
"I can't believe I'm telling you this," I said. "If you were any other doctor, I doubt I would say a word. I don't want this to affect my job."
Then it came, the inevitable yawn.
Wendy flipped the chart closed. "It's time for you to get some sleep. We can continue our talk tomorrow. There are some other things I'd like to talk to you about as well."
"You know where I am," I said, "although I think I'm scheduled for some physio during the day."
"That's all right. I'm on the night shift anyway." She leaned down to kiss my cheek. "I'll see you tomorrow."
I nodded and close my eyes. When I opened them again she was gone and the room seemed extraordinarily empty.
CHAPTER 8

The following day, I spent an hour in the physiotherapy department where I exercised my muscles and was taught movements I could do on my own while lying in bed.
Afterward, I returned to my room to find Bert, waiting there.
"You look great, kid," he said with a grin. I was never happier to hear Bert calling me 'kid' again. "Everyone in town had been praying for you. You're a celebrity now."
"So I heard," I replied before limping back to the bed.
"They told us they weren't sure if you were going to make it."
"I almost didn't."
Bert face was clouded with sadness for a brief moment. Neither of us said anything for an awkward minute or two.
"You better hurry back, kid. I'm not getting any younger, you know. One of these days I'm going to retire."
A nurse helped me to lie in bed, "Doctors told me it wouldn't be long before I'll be discharged."
"Good. Focus on your recovery and prepare for a hero's welcome when you come back to Middletown. The Mayor is really pleased with the media attention our town is getting."
Surprisingly, I had mixed feelings about that.
Wendy came back in the evening after visiting hours were over. She sat on my bed and I asked her "Can I ask some questions before you start with another round of your own?"
Her expression warmed. "Of course you can, Nick."
"Could you just be Wendy, the girl I knew when we were kids and not the shrink?"
She checked her watch and laid her clipboard down on the windowsill. "I suppose I'm due for a break. What would you like to talk about?"
Reaching for the pen on the bedside table, I clicked it a few times with my thumb to tease her. "Just to warn you, I might need to take some notes."
Wendy laughed and moved a little closer. "I deserve that."
"Tell me about your family," I said. "How are your parents? What has J.J. been up to?"
Wendy perched an elbow on the armrest of the chair. "My parents, surprisingly, are still together, which I consider a miracle, because you must remember what my father was like."
"Yes sir, sergeant major general," I joked.
Wendy chuckled.
"You and your sister went to private school, didn't you?"
"Yes, and I learned to play the clarinet. Daily lessons and a front row position in the school band."
"Do you still play?" I asked.
She inclined her head. "Sadly, no. Truth is I sucked. I made dogs howl. Lizzie played quite well and she enjoyed it, but even so Dad didn't let her keep the clarinet. 'Your studies come first' and all that," she said impersonating her father's voice.
We both laughed. "Sounds like your dad. What about J.J.? Where is he now?"
Wendy gazed at me lingeringly. "You don't know?"
"No. We lost touch, remember?"
"It's not easy to talk about it. It wasn't our brightest moment as a family." She paused.
"J.J. never returned home after he graduated from military school."
"What? Why not?"
"Dad didn't let us attend his graduation. He wanted to teach him one last lesson about the cost of defying his orders before he came back home. In any case, it backfired on him," Wendy's face reflected a deep sadness. "He never came back."
"I can't say I'm surprised. He probably didn't want to change one military school for another. Do you have any idea where he is?"
"No. Dad forbade any of us talking with him or about him."
Wendy shut her eyes and rubbed her hands over her face. "I'm sorry. It hurts to talk about it."
I gave her a moment to regain her composure.
"I'm truly ashamed to admit none of us even tried to find him. For some reason, we all just stuck our heads in the sand. It's probably my biggest regret in life. All I remember is wanting to please Dad and being more preoccupied with what he wanted than worrying about my younger brother. I wanted to get the highest grades, the biggest scholarship, get accepted into med school. Meanwhile, J.J. just rebelled. I think my brother resented me for setting the bar so high and I've always felt guilty about that."
"If you like, I could locate him for you," I carefully offered.
She thought about that and finally she smiled. "Thank you, Nick. That would be great! Maybe that's why I'm sticking around." She winked at me.
Then, all of a sudden, Wendy checked her watch and stood up. "Look at that. It's my time. I have to go."
"Wait... Wendy..." I sat forward. "Will you come and see me tomorrow?"
"I don't know," she replied.
"Look, I just want to keep in touch. Can you give me your phone number?" I quickly asked with a flash of worry.
She hesitated.
"Or not."
"It's not you, Nick. It's complicated."
I thought she probably had a boyfriend, and I didn't push.
"Nick, you should pay the family a visit. They are living in Nearville now, in a fancy two story cottage at the end of Canyon Road. No need to call first. Mom will be thrilled to see you."
Relaxing somewhat, I sat back and committed her directions to my memory.
"I will," I said. "But maybe I'll try to come by when your father's not at home. Does he work days or nights?"
She chuckled. "You're a cop now. I'm sure he'll be glad to see you."
"If you say so," I seriously doubt it.
"Come to visit as soon as you're discharged. Promise?" she asked.
"I will. I promise."
As Wendy backed away, I immediately scribbled the address on the back of a magazine, Nearville. Canyon Road. Two story cottage.
CHAPTER 9

Finally, I was discharged with instructions to return to the hospital for regular physiotherapy appointments over the next four weeks. I was not permitted to return to work for at least six weeks.
The town gave me a hero's welcome. Knowing that I was still in recovery, the Mayor kept it short. He gave a speech and the girl I had saved, thanked me for my bravery. They gave me a medal and the reporters took some pictures and asked us a few questions. By the time they were done with us, my leg hurt and I wanted to go home.
Bert drove me back to my place, and I asked him to dig up any information on Jonathan James Reynolds.
A full week went by. One day, my cell phone rang while I was in the shower. Normally, I would have let it go to voice mail, but I decided to step out and towel off to answer it. I'm glad I did.
Bert had finally located J.J. The information he sent me provided a legitimate excuse for me to visit Wendy. Knowing that she worked the night shifts at the hospital, I decided to pop by in the afternoon.
A light rain was falling as I left my apartment, got into my car and drove to Nearville.
Part of me felt torn. It had been twenty years since I'd had any contact with the Reynolds family, so maybe they'd consider me a stranger and ask why I was poking my nose into their personal affairs. They might not even recognize me at the door.
Maybe they didn't even want to know about J.J. That prospect had occurred to me more than once, because surely if Mr. and Mrs. Reynolds wanted to know what had become of their son, they could have found a way. At the very least, they could have hired a private investigator.
In the end, as I turned up Canyon Road in search of their cottage, all that mattered to me was what Wendy wanted. Based on our conversation at the hospital, I sensed in her a desire to bring me into this.
I pulled up next to the stone walkway, opened the car door and got out. The rain was coming down harder by then. I knew I couldn't make a run because of my leg, so I drew up the hood of my jacket and limped up to the house.
I rang the bell and waited. A couple of minutes later, the front door opened and I found myself staring at a somber-looking young woman with golden hair and blue eyes.



"Yes?" She looked as if she'd just woken from a nap. There was something familiar about her.
"I'm looking for Wendy Reynolds," I explained. "I'm Nick. Nick Wallace."
The young woman frowned at me. For some reason, I felt a strange compulsion to apologize for my presence.
"Do the Reynolds family live here? Do I have the right house?" I asked.
She blinked a few times. "Yes, we do. How do you know Wendy?"
"We were friends when we were kids. I was best friends with your brother, J.J. Are you Lizzie?"
"Yes, I am." She stepped aside, "Please, come in."
Stepping inside, I glanced around the wide, cherry-wood paneled entranceway and spacious parlors to the left and right.
An uncomfortable silence ensued and I wondered if I should have made other arrangements to see Wendy.
"I'm not sure if you remember this, but I attended several of your birthday parties. They were on Christmas Day."
Lizzie tilted her head. "That's right. My birthday is December 25th. Have you kept in touch with Wendy all this time? She never mentioned you."
"No," I explained. "I lost touch when your family moved away to Arizona." I glanced toward the stairs. "Is your mom here? I'd love to say hello to her."
Lizzie spoke in a low, monotone voice. "She and Dad went away for the weekend."
"What about Wendy?" I asked. "Is she around? I was hoping to talk to her about something."
Lizzie frowned again. "No."
"Do you know when she'll be back?"
Pushing her hair back off her forehead, Lizzie took a deep breath as if to brace herself for something. "She's not coming back. I'm sorry, Nick. You obviously don't know."
I shook my head. "Know what?"
"Wendy died around two weeks ago," she said. "The funeral was a week ago."
I could do nothing but stare at Lizzie in disbelief.

"That can't be right," I said still in shock. "I spoke with her around a week ago at the hospital."
"What hospital?" Lizzie asked with a shake of her head.
"St. Vincent," I replied. "I was taken there after I was shot pursuing a suspect. I'm a police officer in Middletown."
Lizzie took a good look at me, and then slowly, she began to nod. "I recognize you. You were on the news. It was a carjacking, wasn't it?"
"That's right. I had to have two bullets removed in surgery, and I was in a coma for five days. When I woke up, Wendy was there."
Lizzie shook her head, "That can't be, Wendy died in a car crash around the time you were shot."
By now my heart was pounding like a sledgehammer.
"You don't look good, Nick. Would you like something to drink?" she asked. "A cup of coffee, tea or a glass of water?"
"I'm fine."
"No, you can't be," she asserted. "You can't be fine, because I'm not fine. Not after what you just said to me."
Still not completely believing that Wendy was gone, I limped after Lizzie to a large modern kitchen at the back of the house with white cabinets and shiny granite countertops. She put a teapot on to boil.
"There has to be a mix up," Lizzie said, leaning her hip against the center island. "Maybe you dreamed it. Were you medicated?"
"At first, yes," I replied, "but I didn't dream it. She was real. I spoke with her more than once."
Lizzie shivered from head to toes.
"Did she work at St. Vincent's as well?" I asked, still feeling confused by all this.
"Yes, she was a resident there."
"Psychiatry'" I said, even when I already knew the answer.
"Yes, how did you know...?"
"She told me."
Lizzie poured two cups of tea, sat down and sipped at one. Her hands were shaking.
"I'm so sorry. I'm in shock. I swear I talked to her the day before I was discharged," I told her.
I began to feel slightly nauseous as the news settled in. Wendy... Gone...

Neither of us said anything for a moment until I opened my eyes.
"It couldn't have been a dream," I insisted. "She told me things, like the fact that she was doing a psychiatry residency. I wouldn't have known that. She said she was in third year. She also told me about your brother, J.J. not living with your family anymore."
Lizzie stared at me with bewilderment. "What exactly did she tell you?"
"That your Dad put him in a military school and he didn't let any of you attend his graduation. J.J. never came back home and you lost contact with him. I swear I didn't know that either before, and I know it's true because I had my partner look him up and everything Wendy told me checked out."
Lizzie studied my face for a moment, then she moved to the other side of the kitchen, as if to put the center island between us. "Are you sure you didn't talk to her... like a year ago? Maybe you're confused because of what happened to you. You were in a coma, weren't you?"
"I was." I held up a hand. "Please don't worry. I'm not crazy and I'm not here to harm you." Reaching into my back pocket, I withdrew my badge which I always carried, even when I was off duty. I laid it on the granite countertop between us. "There's my badge number if you want to write it down."
She stared at it hesitantly, then met my gaze. "It's all right. You can put that away."
I picked it up and slipped it back into my pocket.
We sipped our teas and regarded each other warily.
"What did she look like?" Lizzie asked. "Can you describe her for me?"
"Sure. Long brown hair, green eyes, slim, about five-foot seven. I'd estimate a hundred and twenty pounds."
Lizzie continued to watch me, then gestured for me to follow her out of the kitchen.
"There's a picture of her in the living room. Come and see it."
We moved into a large formal room. Lizzie crossed to the mantelpiece which displayed at least a dozen framed family photographs.
"Here she is," she said, handing me an 8x10 graduation photo. "This was taken when she finished medical school a few years ago."
My stomach clenched and I nodded. "Yes, this is her and there's no way I could have known what she looked like, because I swear I haven't seen her since I was ten." I handed the picture back. "I should have said this earlier, but I am truly sorry for your loss, Lizzie," I offered.
"Thank you, Nick. I understand, I'm still in shock," she said as she carefully set the photo back on the mantel. "But this still doesn't explain what you saw. Or think you saw."
"No," I replied, "and I'm a little freaked out right now."
We moved to the sofa and sat down on opposite ends, facing each other.
"I remember seeing something about the carjacking and the shooting on the news," Lizzie said, "but we were all pretty distracted because it happened right about the same time Wendy was killed in a car accident. I believe it might have been the same night."
I told her the date and she confirmed that Wendy had passed away on the same night I was brought in by ambulance.
Feeling more than a little anxious, I raked my fingers through my hair. "Wendy told me that she was working the night shift. She was the first person I saw when I opened my eyes. She was right there, leaning over me, shining a penlight in my eyes. Then she visited me every night and conducted a series of psychiatric interviews."
"Did anyone else see this person who claimed to be Wendy?"
Lizzie asked, and I wondered if she thought there might be a doppelganger out there, someone who had stolen her sister's identity. It made more logical sense than the alternative which neither of us dared to acknowledge.
"I'm not sure," I said. "There were always nurses and orderlies coming and going, but I can't tell for sure."
"You said she performed a psych consult?" Lizzie mentioned. "Did she write things down in your chart?"
"Yes."
"Then that would be in the records department at the hospital. If I could take a look at it, I'd recognize her handwriting."
"I could go in today and ask to see it," I suggested. "You could come with me if you want."
She shook her head. "They won't just release it to you. It's against hospital policy. They'll get you to fill out a form and that could take a while. Did they give you a discharge summary when you left?"
"Yes, I have it at home."
"Did you read it? Did Wendy sign her name to it?"
I shook my head. "No."
"Are you sure?"
"Yes, I read over the whole thing but there was no mention of the psychiatric interviews, only the physical stuff and some details about follow-up physio treatments. They said they would send a copy to my regular doctor and I'm supposed to book an appointment with him next week."
Lizzie nodded as if none of this was a surprise to her.
"I shouldn't suggest this," she said, "but I could get my hands on it if you want me to."
"How would you do that?"
"I'm a medical student," she casually explained. "I'm in my second year at Harvard and I have a badge for St. Vincent. I've been helping out in the ER this semester."
"You're going to be a doctor, too?" I asked. "Does medicine run in your blood or something?"
She rolled her eyes and shook her head. "I doubt that. What I really think is that Dad always knew how to pull our strings, like a great puppet master."
She stood up and I stood up as well. "This won't be breaking any rules, will it? I'm a cop. I don't want to get you into any trouble."
"We'll be fine as long as I have your express permission to look at your chart. Do I?"
"Yes, of course."
"Okay then. I'll just go into the records department and say your doctor wants to check on something. They'll see my badge and give me the chart, no problem. I'll take a look, then I'll return it."
CHAPTER 10

As soon as we arrived at the hospital, Lizzie reached into the back seat for her lab coat. Her badge was pinned to the pocket.
I dropped her off at the main door and told her I'd find a place to park and meet her in the cafeteria.
Almost an hour later, while I sat alone at a table staring into my black coffee, Lizzie approached and sat down across from me.
"Well?" I said. "Were you able to read the chart?"
She leaned forward, folded her hands on the table and stared at me directly. "Yes."
"And? Was it Wendy's handwriting?"
Lizzie's chest expanded and contracted with a heavy sigh.
"No, because there was no record of any psychiatric consultations at all. No notes about any of the interviews you described. There was no sign of Wendy in your chart. I'm sorry, Nick."
"Great. Now you must think I'm a total nutcase. Completely delusional."
"I hate to tell you this," Lizzie said with a smile. "But it's a little late for that. Since the moment you walked into my house, you've been suggesting you had conversations with my sister's ghost."
"I never said ghost. That's your word, not mine."
"Fine." She held her hands up in surrender. "I just think we should call a spade a spade. Do you really think you talked with her?"
I nodded.
"That's why you came by the house today," Lizzie went on, "To see her again because you liked her."
I nodded again. "She told me where you were living and gave me directions to find your house."
"You have good taste, because Wendy was the most amazing person I ever knew."
I decided to bring the subject back to my records. "Would the psych notes be somewhere else, like in the psych department?"
"No, the only place they'd be is in your chart. In the records department. I did see the notation for a consult, but there was a line drawn through it, so someone obviously cancelled it. I'm not sure why. Maybe you could talk to your doctor about that."
Now I was beginning to wonder if I really was losing my mind.
But that wouldn't explain all the things Wendy had told me about her brother J.J. and how I knew where their house was.
"I need to talk to Dr. Russell," I said, rising from my chair. "I want to ask him why he cancelled the psych order."
"Would you mind if I came with you?" Lizzie asked.
"You've come this far," I replied. "You might as well stick around for the rest." I gestured with a hand for her to follow.
CHAPTER 11
"For some reason," I said to Dr. Russell when I found him, "when I got up this morning, I remembered that you had ordered a psychiatric consult when I woke up from my coma. Do you remember that?"
I glanced over at Lizzie who was waiting discreetly by the elevators.
"Yes," he replied, and stopped to face me. "But now that you mention it, I don't recall seeing any notes on that," he said. "Did someone come and see you?"
"No," I answered. "I thought maybe you'd cancelled it."
He stared at me for a moment, then frowned. "You should definitely have talked to someone. I can set that up for you now, if you'd like."
I shook my head. "No, it's not really necessary because I'll be seeing someone through work." I wasn't absolutely certain about that, but I assumed it would be the case.
Dr. Russell regarded me intently. "Have you had any other experiences like what you described to me when you first regained consciousness?"
I looked down at my shoes. "No, I think it was a dream, like you said. I feel better now."
"Good to hear." He nodded. "Just make sure you follow up with your regular physician in a week or two."
"I will. Thank you, doctor."
"So it wasn't Dr. Russell who cancelled the order," Lizzie said as we got into my car. "It
won't be easy to find out who cancelled it. You'd have to confront everyone who worked those shifts when you were in recovery because it was just a line drawn through the order in regular blue pen. No one initialed it or anything."
As we walked to the car, I told Lizzie about my near-death experience.
"Maybe I was dreaming the whole thing with Wendy," I said as I inserted the key into the ignition and started the engine. "Or maybe I need professional help."
"I'm not suggesting that," Lizzie said, somewhat defensively.
"No, but you're thinking it and I can't blame you. What I'm telling you is crazy. It's beyond crazy. "I still can't believe she's gone," I softly said as I stared blankly at the car in front of us. "And she died on the same day I arrived at the hospital. Don't you think that's strange?"
"I do," Lizzie replied in a solemn tone. She sat quietly until we merged onto the exit that led into her neighborhood. "God, something just occurred to me, something I read in your chart."
I turned to glance at her while still keeping most of my attention on the road. "What was it?"
"I skimmed over everything, Nick, but what's almost too coincidental to ignore is the fact that you were brought in by ambulance and admitted to the ER at the exact hour of Wendy's death. She was also brought to St. Vincent."
I pulled into Lizzie's driveway, parked the car and turned off the engine. "What are you suggesting?"
"In some cases I studied," she said as she got out of the car and shut the door, "patients described floating out of the room and seeing things that were happening in the hospital. Maybe Wendy saw you enter the ER, recognized you and wanted to stick around to make sure you were okay. Unlike you, she never returned to her body."
We walked to her home and she unlocked the front door.
"I hope you don't have plans for tonight," she said, "because I'd love it if you could stay for supper. Clearly there's a lot to talk about and I'm all alone here anyway. At least for tonight." There was a melancholy look in her eye, and I knew she was missing Wendy.
"I don't have plans," I said.
"Good. Are you hungry now? And are you okay with leftovers?"
"Sure," I replied. "I'm a policeman, I eat pretty much anything."
I followed her to the kitchen and I slid up onto a stool. My leg was stiff and throbbing and my abdomen was sore. I'd definitely done too much walking.
"Are you okay?" she asked, glancing at my leg. "Is that bothering you?"
"I'm fine. It just aches sometimes when I overdo it."
"Stay seated, then," she said. "I'll take care of everything."
Lizzie uncorked a bottle of white wine and poured two glasses. She opened the fridge and withdrew a pan of garlic butter chicken and potatoes wrapped in foil which she carried to the stovetop.
"How thoughtless of me," she mentioned as she pressed the power buttons on the oven. "I didn't even ask if you liked white wine before I poured it."
"White wine is good," I replied, reaching for the glass in front of me.
"How long were you in a coma?" she asked.
"Five days. I was reliving my life like in a fast motion movie. Then Wendy started saying things like, 'Open your eyes, Nick. Can you hear me?' Then I opened my eyes, there she was."
She drank a sip of wine and asked, "Do you think there was some sort of overlap between your memories and your return to the real world?"
"Maybe."
I then recounted everything I could remember about my conversation with Wendy that first night. I also told Lizzie about the questions she'd asked when she returned the next day to conduct the first interview.
"She seemed to do everything by the book," I said, "ticking off boxes, asking standard questions. She seemed very competent. It never, not even for a single second, occurred to me that she might not be a genuine doctor."
"She was genuine," Lizzie said. "She was brilliant. She graduated at the top of her class."
"What about you?" I asked. "You must have done pretty well for yourself."
She shrugged indifferently "I just worked really hard. You wouldn't believe how strict my dad was about homework and extra-curricular activities."
"I do believe it," I replied, sensing some obvious bitterness. "Remember, I lived down the street from you, so I knew your father. I still feel guilty about the fact that your family moved out of our neighborhood. For a long time, I blamed myself for that."
"Why?" She tossed more lettuce into the bowl.
I went on to tell her about J.J. and me.
"After that, your father warned me to stay away from J.J. A For Sale sign went up the followings week, and that was the end of our friendship."
"I can't say I'm surprised," Lizzie said with a shake of her head. "But I'm sure there were other reasons why my dad wanted to move. I saw pictures of that house. I suspect it wasn't quite good enough for his lavish tastes. He always demanded the best. Still does."
"Like this place," I noted, glancing up at the chandelier over the kitchen island.
By this time, a delicious aroma was filling the kitchen's air. Lizzie grabbed a couple of oven mitts and removed the pan from the oven.
She spooned up two servings, and said, "We can eat in the kitchen if you'd prefer. It's more casual."
"Works for me," I replied.
"Wendy spent a lot of time talking to me about J.J.," I carefully mentioned. "She told me she regretted not trying to contact him when she had the chance, and made me promised I'd look him up after I got out of the hospital."
Lizzie inclined her head. "I can't believe she told you all that. None of us have spoken to J.J. since he got out of military school. He didn't come to Wendy's funeral, but I doubt he even knew about the accident. I don't know where he is so I couldn't call him. Dad don't let us talk about him."
Looking down at my plate, I nodded with understanding and thought about whether or not I should even tell Lizzie what Bert had discovered about her brother's fate after graduating from military school. She didn't sound like she wanted to know, which was exactly how Wendy had described the situation.
"It wasn't easy for me to hear about J.J.," I explained, "because he was my best friend for a good part of my childhood."
"That makes me sad," she thoughtfully replied. "I never really knew the boy you and Wendy must have known. I think my parents were relieved when he moved out because they didn't want him to be a bad influence on me."
I finished my dinner and sat forward with my forearms on the table. "That was delicious. Thank you."



"Did you look him up?" she asked. "Did you find out what became of him?"
Since that's what brought me here in the first place, I decided to hold nothing back.
"Yes, and that's partially the reason why I knocked on your door earlier today, but I expected to relay the information to your sister. She's the one who asked for it."
Lizzie raised her chin. "Well then. Since it was Wendy who sent you on that errand and she's not here to follow up on it, I'll do so in her place."
I reached into my pocket and withdrew a sheet of paper, which I unfolded, laid down on the table and slid toward her.


CHAPTER 12
"What is this?" Lizzie asked, picking it up.
"His address, phone number and email," I replied. "I'll leave it up to you to decide what to do with it, but I can at least tell you what I learned. Most of it was easily accessible information."
She seemed to brace herself emotionally for whatever I was about to reveal.
"After J.J. graduated from military school he went to L.A.," I said, "he worked a lot of small jobs, the longest one for a construction company. At the same time, he pursued a counseling career. He works as a counselor at an Evangelic School and runs a support group out of his church. He is married and has two young children, a boy and girl, ages three and one. His wife works as a teacher."
Lizzie stared at me with wide eyes, blinked a few times, then abruptly stood up and walked out of the room. I rose from my chair and followed her to the kitchen. There,
I found her leaning against the center island with one hand over her face.
"Are you all right?" I asked, moving closer to lay a hand on her shoulder.
Lizzie turned and surprised me by wrapping her arms around my neck, burying her face in my shoulder. "I'm so happy to hear this," she sputtered. "Really, I am. But at the same time it's excruciating. It's like a knife in my heart."
"Why?"
"Because he hasn't wanted to call us or see us or introduce his children to us. Or his wife. He must think we're horrible people."
I held her tight and said, "He would have wanted to move forward, not backward," I offered.
Lizzie stepped back, sniffed and rubbed her nose with the back of her hand.
"Rationally, I know that," she said. "But it's not easy to be objective when your recently deceased sister comes back from the dead to make sure you have your brother's address and phone number."
She became emotional again and turned into my arms a second time.
I didn't know what to say. All I could do was hold her.
"Will you tell them?" I asked. "Will your parents want to know?"
She stepped back. "I'm not sure. Couldn't they have found out this information on their own if they wanted to? But they didn't. I'm pretty sure my mother would faint if I told her she has grandchildren she didn't know about. As far as my father is concerned... I'm pretty sure about how he is going to react. He is going to fly into a rage and warn us never to contact J.J. or there will be hell to pay."
"What do you want to do?" I asked.
Furiously, she wiped away a tear. "I want to see my brother again. I want to meet my niece and nephew."
"Then that's what you should do," I replied, feeling no regret whatsoever about encouraging her to defy her father's wishes.
I wondered what Wendy would have thought about all of this, and suspected that maybe she was the one orchestrating it all.
There was no question I was fascinated with Lizzie by then. She seemed to be everywhere in my mind, all at once. It was as if I'd known her forever, which in a way, I suppose I had.
"I should get going," I said moving to the door, I waited for her to open it, then stepped out onto the covered porch.
"Will you let me know if you're going to get in touch with J.J.? I'd like to see him myself, but I don't want to get in your way."
Before I left, we exchanged cell numbers.
Lizzie stood in the doorway, holding the screen door open.
"I'll keep you posted. The first thing I need to do is talk to my parents and tell them what you told me about J.J.," she kissed my cheek.
"Call me or text me any time, Lizzie," I said as I walked down the steps, going easy on my sore leg, as best I could. "I've got nothing else to do for the next five weeks."
She smiled and waved me good-bye.
CHAPTER 13

Lizzie called me the next day and we agreed to meet for dinner.
"Did your father really say that?" I asked Lizzie as we slid into a booth at the restaurant. "That you weren't permitted to contact J.J.?"
"That's right," Lizzie replied. "You'd think, after losing Wendy, he might want to reconcile with the son he also lost. Like a second chance. It boggles my mind that he doesn't see it that way."
"From what I recall," I said, "he was always pretty hard on J.J."
The waitress arrived, placed two plastic-covered menus in front of us and poured us some water. She took our drink orders and left us alone for a few minutes.
"What did your mom say?" I asked.
"Mom was happy to hear J.J. was all right and that he had found someone."
"What are you going to do?" I asked Lizzie. "Will you still try and get in touch with your brother?"
"Of course," she replied, "and I told my father that. I think he was shocked because it was the first time I ever talked back to him. Then he threatened me with the old cliché: 'Not while you're living under my roof.' I'm not sure how serious he was about that."
She continued to read over the menu.
"Are you worried?" I asked.
"Strangely, no," she replied. "Though I probably should be because he's been paying my tuition and letting me live at home rent free for the past couple of years. At the same time, I'm twenty-five years old. Maybe I should just move out and get my own bank loan. Then at least I wouldn't feel like I was wearing a yoke around my neck."
"It's always an option," I agreed. "I'm sure a bank would give you a loan, considering your future career prospects."
With a resigned sigh, Lizzie set the menu down on the table. "I really don't want to go home and face more arguments, so thanks for having dinner with me."
"No problem," I replied. "I just want to make sure you're okay."
"Believe me, I am. Actually, I feel an incredible sense of freedom, like I've been in jail for the past years and I just got released."
"I hope it wasn't me," I casually mentioned, "because your father always considered me a bad influence. He'll probably think it was me who encouraged you to rebel."
"It doesn't matter. But that's exactly what it was, you know," Lizzie replied. "I had this overwhelming, burning urge to defy him. I couldn't stop myself. After years of biting my tongue, I had to let it all out. Now I understand how J.J. must have felt and why he constantly rebelled."
"While you girls always toed the line."
"Mhm." Lizzie sipped her water and thought about that. "I hate to think we were just submissive. I don't think that's what it was."
"What do you think it was, then?"
I shrugged. "Maybe we instinctively knew it was wiser to follow the rules in order to keep the peace, while J.J. was the type who liked to poke at a hornet's nest just to see what would happen."
I laughed, "That definitely sounds like J.J."
"You know, when Dad meets people, he just says he has two daughters." Her beautiful face clouded with sadness.
The waitress took our orders and left.
"It's weird," Lizzie said. "Even though you and I barely know each other, I feel like you understand the situation better than anyone."
"I don't know about that," I replied, unpretentiously. "But I'm glad you called me because you were the only thing I could think about today. You and this very strange situation."
I was half tempted to reach across the table and touch her hands, she had such delicate hands, but I resisted.
"It is strange," Lizzie agreed. "I had a hard time concentrating, too. I'm worried about that exam tomorrow."
"Sorry. Guess I am a bad influence after all."
"No." She shook my head. "Not at all."
"Is there any way I can help?" I asked. "You could study at my place if you don't want to go home. I could quiz you or something. At the very least I could bring you coffee."
"That would be helpful, actually," she replied.
"Which part? The quizzing or the coffee?"
"Both. It's an oral exam where we're put in a situation with a fake patient who presents symptoms and we have to diagnose. You could be the patient. And bring me coffee, too."
I inclined my head curiously. "Are you saying we'll be playing doctor this evening?"
"That's exactly what we'll be doing." Lizzie couldn't help but laugh.
I sat back and held my hands up in surrender. "Then I'm definitely your guy."


CHAPTER 14
Playing doctor didn't turn out quite like I'd expected because Lizzie asked me to mimic symptoms of an ectopic pregnancy and various other female ailments, as it was an obstetrics and gynecology exam. I did my best to play my part, and quizzed Lizzie on a number of facts and unique case studies from her notes.
Mrs. Reynolds texted Lizzie around 11:00 p.m. to ask if she was okay. She assured her mother she was fine and staying with a friend. Her mother didn't ask the name of the friend, and I wondered if she suspected Lizzie was with me. If so, I hoped Mrs. Reynolds wouldn't mention that to her husband or he might storm over my place with a SWAT team to rescue his daughter from my evil claws.
We studied until 3:00 a.m., then I insisted that she take my bed while I slept on the sofa.
Around noon, she texted me, telling me she had passed her test. Not with flying colors though. I wasn't surprised. There was too much in her mind.
Her text ended with the line, "I'm going home to get some clothes."
I texted back. "Do you need moral support? Backup maybe?" I joked.
"Tempting, but I think I can handle it by myself. Dad is at the hospital. Thanks for being there for me, Nick. You are a true friend."
"Any time, Lizzie."
"You know, now that Wendy is gone, I can't go on pretending to be content with an existence in my father's house where I'm expected to follow his rules and not think or choose anything for myself."
"You can stay with me as long as you wish."
She didn't text back, so I thought that was the end of it for now.
So, I was surprised when some hours later my doorbell rang and I discovered Lizzie was standing at my door. She had brought a suitcase with her.
I felt a strange, joyful energy that had been a distraction all day long. I was happy that she had come to my place.
"Sorry I didn't call first," she said when I finally opened the door. My apartment was in the first floor and it took me some time to walk down the stairs. "I hope it's okay... just showing up like this. You're probably worried I'm going to turn into some freeloader or something but I promise I won't. I just can't stay at home. I can't deal with my father right now."
I took hold of her elbow and gently pulled her inside.
"Come in. You're always welcome."
"Gosh, I'm a mess."
Five minutes later, we were seated on my leather sofa drinking some tea.
"So the exam didn't go so well?" I asked her.
She shook my head. "I missed a lot. It's okay, though. I'm not going to flunk out or anything. They know the circumstances."
"Are you hungry?"
Her belly growled like a beast. "I'll take that as a yes."
We both laughed.
"I'll make us some grilled cheese sandwiches."
"That sounds good."
I made four sandwiches, two for each of us.
We sat facing each other at opposite ends of the sofa. She folded one leg up under her, rested her cheek on a hand.
"I don't know how I'd be surviving all this without you," she said.
"When in fact," I replied, "none of it would even be happening if not for me. Maybe you should be yelling at me right now."
She softly laughed. "You're right. You're like a bomb someone threw into my world." She was lost in thought for a moment. "Was it Wendy who lit the fuse? Or is it crazy for me to even think that?"
"I know what you're saying. I'm still not sure I didn't dream the whole thing, even though it felt real. However, there is also the fact that she told me things about your family that I had no other way to know."
"If we're going to play devil's advocate, maybe what you learned about J.J. was in your subconscious somehow because you'd seen or heard things that didn't register at the time. But still... I find myself looking around, wondering if Wendy is nearby, watching over me. I feel her sometimes, but maybe I just don't want to let her go. Maybe I'm floating in a sea of grief where I can't see the shore." She stared at the wall for a moment, then completely fell apart and shed some tears.
I gathered her into my arms.
"You must think I'm a total basket case," she sobbed.
"You buried your sister a week ago," I gently replied. "Give yourself a break. This is normal, and I'm sorry if I've made things more complicated." I continued to rub my hand over her shoulder. "You know what else is strange?"
She wiped a finger under her nose and peered up at me. "What?"
"I'm glad I got shot."
Lizzie wiped the tears from her eyes. "That is strange."
"It hurt like hell and I almost died," I continued, "but now that I'm sitting here with you, I think it was worth it."
My words were rewarded with a smile.
"How is it possible you're not in a relationship?" She asked me.
"Curious. I was thinking the same about you." I replied. "To answer your question, it takes a special kind of girl to date a police officer."
"How so?"
"We have to work crazy hours, between night shifts, shifts that unexpectedly go late, overtime shifts..."
"I'm going to be a doctor. I know exactly what you're talking about."
"Also, it's a risky job," I pulled down my pants a bit to show her part of my brand new scars. "Exhibit A and B."
"You're a cop in a small town. It's not the same as working in the city. Plus, life is risky nowadays no matter what you do. Look what happened to Wendy."
By this time, we were sitting close, facing each other on the sofa. "You're an amazing man, Nick. One day you're going to make a lucky girl really happy."
"Thank you for saying that."
"I mean it."
Lizzie yawned and let her eyes fall closed for a minute. I offered her to sleep in my bed.
Groggily, she opened her eyes as I covered her with a blanket. "I have an 8:30 class. And I want to send an email to J.J. tomorrow. Could you wake me up?"
"I'll knock at 7:00," I replied. "Go to sleep. Don't worry about anything."
CHAPTER 15
I was preparing breakfast when I heard a loud banging at the door. Lizzie came out of the bathroom with a toothbrush in her mouth. Our eyes locked on each other's.
"What kind of car does your father drive?" I asked as I pulled the curtain aside with a finger and peered down at the street below.
"A black Mercedes coupe."
"That's definitely him."
"He does that all the time." she laid a hand on my shoulder as she rose up on her tiptoes to peer out as well.
I turned to her. "What do you want to do?"
"I don't want you to talk with him right now," she quickly replied, feeling rather horrified by the prospect. "Let him bang on the door until he's red in the face. This is none of his business."
"Your father, your call. He must have seen your car parked on the street."
"I don't care."
I shot her a look. "Are you sure about that?"
She considered it a moment and relented, but only slightly. "If I thought he was here to make amends and apologize for the things he said the other day, I'd go down there and talk to him, but I can tell by the way he's banging on the door that he just wants to drag me home by the ear."
"He looks pretty angry," I said, peeking again through the window.
"I assure you, if you answer the door, he'll end up face down on the pavement with his hands behind his back."
"You think so?"
"I know so."
She could see I still wasn't sure, so she pleaded, "Please, Nick I don't want to see him. I'm not ready. I promise I'll talk to him eventually, when I get everything sorted out."
I stared at her intently for a moment, then I conceded.
We both looked out the window again. Mr. Reynolds was returning to his car.
"There, see?" she said. "He's leaving. We're off the hook."
"At least for today." I turned to face her. "Now what?"
"I want to email J.J. I just hope he'll be willing to talk to me."
CHAPTER 16

Lizzie got an email from J.J. later that evening. He was brief and to the point.
"You asked how I've been doing, but I can't possibly answer that question in an email. We could talk on the phone if you like, or if you're up for it, you could fly out here for a visit this weekend. I'd really like to see you."

I looked at Lizzie and I knew she had already made her mind. Lizzie didn't have classes on Friday. I helped her check flight times, and she quickly emailed her brother back to tell him she'd come the next weekend. She also asked him if she could bring me with her. J.J. said yes and promised to pick us up at the airport.
Friday morning we walked together toward the baggage claim where J.J. had agreed to meet us.
"I can't believe we're doing this," Lizzie said to me as she wheeled her carry-on bag onto the escalator. "Thank you for coming with me, and for using your air miles. I owe you big time."
"Don't be silly. J.J. was my best friend for the first ten years of my life so this is important to me too. Besides, how could I pass up an opportunity to spend three whole days with you?"
Lizzie tucked her hair behind her ear and blushed.
"You're really sweet, Nick."
We scanned the crowd for Lizzie's brother. I wasn't sure I would be able to recognize him.
"Look. There he is," Lizzie said with voice full of emotion.
My eyes darted toward the direction she indicated. A man was approaching us. He wore loose faded blue jeans, black leather shoes and a blue sweater.
The last time I saw him he was a kid like me. The man walking toward us was nothing like that at all. He had grown muscular over the years, and he kept his dirty blonde hair short.
He stood in front of his sister.
"Lizzie?" he asked.
"Yes, it's me." she said, with eyes full of tears.
"Wow." His expression warmed. "Look at you. I can't believe it. The last time I saw you, you were a skinny child."
He held out his arms and she eagerly stepped into them. "It's good to see you, sis," he said softly. "I'm glad you wrote."
"Me, too," she replied wiping the tears in her eyes.
He turned to me. "And it's great to see you too, man."
We shook hands. "How weird is this, Nick? After all these years..."
"Thanks for having us," I said.
J.J. glanced back and forth between the two of us and wagged a finger. "So... are you guys a couple, or what?"
"No, we're just friends," I quickly explained. "We only reconnected a few days ago."
"Nick has been helping me out," Lizzie added. "Getting me through a few rough patches."
J.J. continued to stare at the two of us as if baffled by our explanation but he didn't seem to want to pry. Instead, he gestured toward the main doors. "My car is parked just outside. Do you have any bags to pick up or just your carry-ons?"
"Just these." I pulled my suitcase on its squeaky wheels.
"Did your wife come with you?" Lizzie asked looking around.
"No, Meg is at home. She took the day off. Hope you like pizza."
"I love pizza," I said as we followed J.J. to his car. It looked as if it had seen better days. I suspected he'd picked it up secondhand.



As soon as we were on the road J.J. asked questions like: 'How was the flight?' 'So you're in med school now?' 'You're a cop, Nick?' Before long, the small talk switched gears and took the inevitable turn.
"How's Wendy?" J.J. asked. "She must be what... in her third or fourth year of a residency by now? What did she end up choosing as a specialty?"
Lizzie glanced over her shoulder at me. I was seated in the back. I nodded.
"Would you mind pulling over for a minute?" Lizzie pointed to the side of the road. "We need to stop."
"Are you feeling okay?" J.J. shot his sister a worried glance. The wheels hit the gravel and it grew noisy in the car until the vehicle came to a halt.
Lizzie reached for the door handle. "Let's take a walk."
J.J. hesitated before getting out of the car.


CHAPTER 17
I stepped out, just in case I was needed.
"I have some bad news," Lizzie said. "I'm sorry to be the one to have to tell you this."
His eyebrows drew downward in a frown. "That doesn't sound good."
"It's not," Lizzie replied looking down at her shoes. "I'm sorry, J.J. Wendy passed away a few weeks ago. She died in a car accident."
"No," he said, shaking his head in denial. "That can't be."
I didn't know what to say. The look of agony on my friend's face broke my heart. A vein pulsed at his forehead. His eyes filled with tears. Abruptly, he walked off.
"J.J...." Lizzie made a move to follow but he held up a hand, as if to warn her to stay back.
I watched him walk along the edge of the fence until he was some distance away, then he stopped and bowed his head. He dropped to his knees, bent forward on his elbows and squeezed fistfuls of his hair while he rocked back and forth.
His despair caused a rise of emotion in me that was almost paralyzing.
I approached Lizzie.
"I don't know what to do," she said helplessly.
"Just give him a minute," I advised her.
Finally, J.J. rose to his feet. He wiped his cheeks with the backs of his hands and turned to face us.
"Why didn't I know?" he asked looking at Lizzie. "Why didn't anyone tell me? It was him, wasn't it?"
"You mean Dad," Lizzie said.
He nodded. "He didn't let you call or write. My God, my sister died! Why didn't you just stand up to him and do it anyway?"
"We didn't know where you were," Lizzie argued in her defense. "All this time, we didn't get single word from you. So please don't accuse me of not keeping in touch."
J.J. shuddered and gritted his teeth as he spoke. "I wrote you letters and called a lot of times. Dad said none of you wanted to hear from me. When I met Meg, I tried again, but he threatened me with a restraining order if I continued to write or if I tried to come home. Then my number was blocked. I don't know what happened with my letters."
"What about Facebook or something?" Lizzie asked. "You could have friended me."
"I'd given up by then," he explained, his tone growing quieter. "After a while, I had to because it was ripping me apart inside. It made everything so much harder."
We all stood in silence for a long moment, breathing hard beneath the enormous overcast sky. J.J. tilted his head back and looked up at the clouds. They rolled briskly by. "I can't believe it," he said, "and that Dad wouldn't lift the iron curtain, not even for that."
He pulled his gaze from the sky and looked at his sister with a brotherly apology. "I'm sorry, Lizzie."
Tears blinded her eyes. "I'm sorry, too," she replied as she stepped into his open arms.
CHAPTER 18

We stayed with J.J. for three days. I slept on the sofa in the basement room while Lizzie took the upstairs guest room.
Lizzie and J.J. talked a lot. They reminisced about Wendy and grieved for the tragic loss. They also filled in the blanks on all the missing years.
They both did the best to include me in their conversations, but there were times when I felt that they needed to be left alone.
Neither of them was certain how Mrs. Reynolds would react when she knew what her husband had done to push their son away. Probably she would continue to follow her husband rules for the rest of her life without ever challenging them.
J.J. shared with us how he'd met Meg and how they fell in love with each other.
"She was working as a waitress. I walked in and ordered a large latte. I was so smitten, just from the way she smiled at me, that I came back twice a week for a whole year." J.J. smiled at his wife.
She held his hand in hers and added, "I started asking for the evening shifts just to make sure I didn't miss seeing him. He always ordered latte and we talked."
J.J. raised his wife's hand to his lips and kissing the back of it. "Meg had a way of getting me to open up and tell her everything. She calmed me down, made me feel like everything was going to be okay."
J.J. and I recollected some of our happier childhood memories, and of course we talked about me being 'a bad influence' on him.
"I always blamed myself after your father found the cops in his driveway," I confessed to him.
"That's not why we moved," J.J. told me with a strange laugh, as if the truth were common knowledge. "We moved because my dad thought your dad had the hots for my mother."
"What?"
My friend scooped up a handful of peanuts from the bowl in front of him. "Don't worry," he said. "Nothing ever happened. They didn't have an affair or anything. Dad was just incredibly jealous of your dad because he didn't like coming home to find some other guy from the neighborhood fixing our leaky faucet or unclogging our toilet."
J.J. pointed a finger at me and spoke with a hint of humor that accentuated the laugh lines around his eyes. "Your dad was a flirt. You know that, right?"
"My mother talked abundantly about the subject after they divorced," I replied. "But I didn't know he was putting the moves on your mom."
J.J. shook his head. "He wasn't, but it didn't matter. Dad's a control freak with a temper. I doubt you even know about the time they brawled in our garage. Remember when your dad had the black eye?"
"He said he fell off the ladder cleaning the gutters," I recollected.
J.J. shook his head. "Nope."
"So that's why your father hated me?" I asked. "Because he hated my dad?"
He shrugged. "You and your father did bear a striking resemblance. You had the same charm that he did, and you know how Mom always loved you."
He smiled and pointed a warning finger at Lizzie. "You better be careful with this guy, baby sister. Let me know if he treats you wrong and I'll take care of it. I know people."
She laughed and lay her head on my shoulder. "That's completely unnecessary. He's been a perfect gentleman."
"Since when?" J.J. replied, and we all laughed and continued talking until the wee hours of the morning when it was time, at last, to go to bed. Or in my case, to my basement sofa.
The sound of light footsteps, descending the carpeted stairs woke me up. I waited for my eyes to adjust to the darkness.
Eventually, I became aware of the silvery moonlight streaming in through the small basement window. A figure approached the sofa where I was sleeping.
It was Lizzie.
She sat down on the carpet and rested her cheek on the edge of the sofa, next to my face.
"Hi," I whispered.
"Hi," she replied with a smile.
"Couldn't sleep?" I asked.
She shook my head. "Too much to think about."
I lifted the blanket to invite her in. "Come and get warm."
She climbed in beside me and I relished the sensation of her body heat all around me as we found a comfortable spooning position.
"I'm glad you came to my door that day," she whispered. "Even though you turned my life upside down."
"Most people would consider that a bad thing," I whispered back.
"I don't know what's happening here, Nick. I can't take you off of my mind."
I held her tighter, squeezing her body. I heard the sound of her swallow and felt an unfathomable rush of desire.
"You turned my life upside down in a good way. Look where we are. I reunited with the brother I thought I'd lost forever," Lizzie said snuggling closer to me.
"And the friend I never imagined I'd see again."
She turned her head to the side to nuzzle her cheek against my nose and lips. My emotions began to whirl. My heart was pounding and my head was spinning. "Life is strange, isn't it?" Lizzie said.
"Yes," I replied, laying a kiss on her cheek. "I'm starting to believe every day is a miracle."
She rolled to face me, "Thank you."
"For what?"
"For holding me."
I brushed her lips lightly and felt a swell of passion rise up within me as I pulled her closer and deepened the kiss.
"It's my pleasure."
CHAPTER 19

My night on the sofa with Lizzie was beyond anything I'd ever experienced or could have imagined. Of course I'd been with women before. However, my feelings for her were like some sort of vibrating force that began deep in the pit of my belly and sizzled outward to the tips of my fingers and toes, to the very top of my head.
I felt euphoric. The happiness was almost frightening; I hadn't believed I could feel anything like it, not for a very long time.
The sun was just coming up when she kissed my lips softly and climbed quietly back upstairs.
J.J. and Meg had planned a picnic for lunch. We had to walk a path through a small forest.
"Are you all right?" Lizzie asked me when I paused again to let my leg rest. "I knew we shouldn't have walked so far."
"I'll be fine. I just need to sit down for a minute." I pointed. "I see a bench."
"Take your time," Meg said. "Why don't the two of you meet us at the picnic area in about a half hour? It's just across that bridge. We'll take the kids."
Meg pushed the stroller down the path while Lizzie and I sat down on the bench. She immediately took hold of my hand.
"Are you feeling all right?" I asked her.
She faced me and smiled. "Far better than all right. It's strange, because days ago I was mourning Wendy's loss and I thought I could never be happy again. What about you?"
"I'm great. Never been happier. I promise I'll never hurt you, Lizzie. We can take a step back if you prefer."
She squeezed my hand. "I don't want to fight this. I can't explain it, but everything in my heart and mind is urging me to leap right in. Blindly. I can't possibly walk away from you."
I wrapped my arm around her shoulder, pulled her close and kissed the top of her head. "When I woke up this morning I was afraid. Afraid that you were going to tell me we made a mistake, and that I should go home and give you some space to decide what you really want."
"I don't want space," she replied. "Not from you. I'm just going to have to figure out how to make everything else work around what we've started."
"I want that too. I want you in my life."

Lizzie wet her lips and spoke with conviction. "I've been doing a lot of thinking. I don't want to live at home anymore."
"Wow. Are you sure?"
"Yes, very sure. Trust me, this is not a rushed decision."
"I can't believe how much my life has changed for the better since I met you," I whispered. "It hardly seems real."
"I feel the same way," she replied.
CHAPTER 20

We pulled into the driveway of Lizzie's house Sunday shortly after 8:00 p.m. We had talked a lot on the flight back home.
"My heart's pounding," Lizzie said.
I released the clasp on my seatbelt and squeezed her hand. "Everything will be fine."
A moment later we were climbing the steps. She dug into her purse for her keys, unlocked the door and walked in.
"Hello!" she called out. "I'm home."
We were greeted by a delicious aroma of freshly baked cookies.
"Smells good in here," I whispered.
The lights were on in the kitchen. We heard Mrs. Reynolds's voice calling. "Is that you, Lizzie?"
As she hurried toward her daughter, she glanced briefly at Lizzie and threw her arms around her shoulders, pulling her close. "I'm so happy to see you."
Lizzie let her mother hold her as long as she needed to, then she stepped apart and gestured to me. "Do you remember Nick?"
"Of course." Mrs. Reynolds expression warmed. "Good Lord, look at you. All grown up. A police officer and a hero, I heard. Where has the time gone?"
"Hi, Mrs. Reynolds. It's good to see you too," I said, and gave her a heartfelt smile.
To my surprise, Mrs. Reynolds held out her arms and hugged me, too. Then she led us into the kitchen for cookies.
"How's your mother?" she asked me.
"Very well. Still living in Middletown," I replied. "She remarried last year."
"Lovely. So she's happy, I presume?"
"Very. She married a good man."
"That's wonderful," Mrs. Reynolds said. "Will you tell her I said hello?"
"Of course."
We sat down on the stools at the center island where the cookies were displayed on a silver serving dish. Mrs. Reynolds moved to the fridge to withdraw a carton of milk.
"Is Dad here?" Lizzie cautiously asked.
Mrs. Reynolds poured us each a glass and shook her head. "He wanted to be, but he had a surgery this evening. He said it might run late."
I felt both relieved and disappointed, because we had been dreading this confrontation, yet at the same time we wanted to get it over with.
"You're probably wondering where I've been for the past few days," Lizzie said.
"I can guess," her mother replied, lifting an eyebrow from where she stood on the opposite side of the island. "Your father wasn't too happy when he saw your car parked in front of Nick's house. No offense, Nick."
"None taken. He banged pretty hard at my door, but we didn't answer. He seemed too angry, and we preferred to avoid a confrontation," I explained.
"I can't say I blame you for not answering," Mrs. Reynolds said offering me a sad smile. "I apologize if his behavior was disrespectful in any way."
Surprised by her candor, I wondered if she would have said something like that if her husband had been standing there beside her. Probably not.
"No worries," I said, reaching for a cookie and taking a bite.
"We weren't at Nick's house the whole time," Lizzie began to explain.
"Oh?"
"That's what I came here to talk to you about," she continued. "Nick found J.J.'s contact information and I sent him an email. He said he wanted to see me, so Nick and I hopped on a flight to pay him a visit."
Mrs. Reynolds stood motionless, blinking. "You saw him."
Lizzie nodded her head.
"How is he?" Her eyes were watering now.
"He's great, Mom," Lizzie eagerly replied. "He is happy and looks terrific. He lives in a good neighborhood. His wife is very nice and his children are adorable. You don't need to worry about him. You'd be proud. "
"Thank God," she whispered, turning her back on us. And hiding her face in her hands.
Lizzie rose from my stool to circle around the island and embrace her mother. "He'd love to hear from you. He said he tried contacting us a number of times over the years but Dad always told him to stay away and he even threatened him with a restraining order. He said he wrote us letters too, but I'm guessing Dad got rid of them. This has to stop, Mom. We can't go on like this. Dad shouldn't be able to keep us apart. I fully intend to see J.J. again, whether Dad likes it or not."
Just then, the front door opened. Mrs. Reynolds gasped and quickly wiped the tears from her face, as if to hide them.
I clenched my jaw ready for what was going to come.
CHAPTER 21
Mr. Reynolds walked into the kitchen and regarded each of us individually. I slowly stood up. For a tense moment, I wasn't sure what was going to happen.
His eyes met Lizzie's. "We were worried about you," he said.
"You didn't need to be," she replied. "I texted Mom and told her I was okay. That I was staying with a friend."
He turned to me. "And you're the friend, I assume."
"That's right," I calmly replied.
Mr. Reynolds stepped back a few step without taking his eyes from his daughter. "What are you saying? That you want to be with this man here?" He pointed at me. "Is that it?"
"Please don't talk about Nick like he's not here." Lizzie moved around the kitchen island to stand in front of her father, who was a full ten inches taller than her. "We came here tonight to tell you that I'm moving out. I'll be looking for my own apartment, but in the meantime I'll be staying with Nick. And yes, we're involved. In fact, we just got back from a trip where we visited J.J. for three days."
Maybe Lizzie was more like J.J. than anyone realized. She seemed to be provoking her father.
Mr. Reynolds looked like a bull ready to charge. He balled his hand into a fist and swung a punch at me.
I was prepared. I grabbed him by the shoulder, twisted his arm and dropped him firmly, face down, on the floor. I continued to restrain Mr. Reynolds with a knee to the spine, arm leveraged, a tight grip around his wrist.
I could dislocate his shoulder in an instant, and it took all my willpower not to do it.
"Are you all right, sir?" I calmly asked.
"No, damn you!" he shouted indignantly, but it was his ego that was bruised, not his body.
"I'm going to back off now." I let go his wrist, rose to my feet and took two steps away.
Grimacing with pain, I lay a hand on my abdomen over the incision and bent forward slightly.
"Are you all right?" Lizzie asked.
I nodded. Truth was it hurt like hell.
Mrs. Reynolds had watched the scene in silent horror, both hands covering her face.
Mr. Reynolds rose awkwardly to his feet. "I told you not to contact J.J.!" he shouted at Lizzie.
"Really Dad? That's all you have to say right now?"
He took a deep breath. "Mark my words, if you walk out of here with this man..." He pointed a threatening finger at me. "Don't expect to ever come back. That's not how it works in this house."
"No?" Lizzie said. "Well, your days of ruling my life are over."
With a shake of her head, Lizzie turned to hug her mother and whispered in her ear: "Please call me. I'll text you my new address. You can visit."
She took hold of my hand and left the kitchen. "I hope he didn't tear anything," she said quietly as we crossed the hall.
"I'm fine," I replied. "Sorry about that."
"Don't apologize. You were perfect. And I can see you're not fine. I'm going to check that incision as soon as we get in the car, and I'll be driving."
We grabbed our coats and walked out.
"You don't have to look for your own place, you know," I mentioned as we descended the stairs. "You can stay with me as long as you like. Rent free."
"I may need to take you up on that."
We reached my car and she took the keys from me. "Nothing would give me greater pleasure than to drive my father completely stark raving mad."
"Who knew you were such a rebel?" I asked with a devilish grin as I got in on the passenger side.
"Certainly not me."
"Look," I said, "Your father is angry, and he's making all sorts of threats. I have a feeling that when the dust settles, he's going to back down a bit. So don't stress, don't let it get you down."
She nodded absentmindedly.
As soon as we were seated, I reached up and flicked on the interior light.
"Lower your seat back," Lizzie asked me.
I did so and Lizzie opened my jacket, lifted my shirt and inspected the incision. "It's not bleeding," she said. "It looks all right. What about your leg?"
"Hurts like hell."
Lizzie glanced down at my thigh. "There's no blood on your jeans so that's a good sign. I'll check it as soon as we get home. You shouldn't have done that."
"I didn't even realize I was doing it until your father hit the floor."
CHAPTER 22




Over the next few weeks, Lizzie secured herself a line of credit at the bank and found a small furnished bachelor apartment not far from the university. I was sorry to see her leave and insisted she could stay with me as long as she liked, but she was determined to get her own place and live independently for a while.
We continued to talk on the phone every night and spent time together on the weekends, and she maintained contact with her mother through regular texts and phone calls. Mrs. Reynolds admitted that she had called J.J. and fully intended to visit him, but she was keeping it secret from her husband.
"You are not going to believe this," Lizzie said to me when I met her for lunch at the hospital after one of my physio appointments. "Mom started seeing a therapist. She told me this morning. She's been trying to get Dad to go for counseling, too, but of course he won't do it."
"Why doesn't that surprise me?" I asked as I dug into my salad.
"It doesn't surprise me either," Lizzie replied, "but I wish he'd budge on something. Even just to show us that he's not made of stone."
"Maybe your mom will be able to talk him into it after everything that's happened lately," I suggested.
When the time came for me to return to work, I was beyond ready. I had to see a therapist and he asked me all sorts of questions about my thoughts and feelings since my return to work and I answered everything honestly, though I never made any reference to what happened to me during my stay in the hospital.
My wounds had healed well and I felt fit and strong, though I knew I'd be kidding myself if I thought I could chase after a suspect and leap over a chain link fence anytime soon. I didn't do much of that in Middletown anyway.
"That's good, kid," Bert said when I mentioned this to him, "Now, we'll both move at the same speed."
I was just finishing my shift on a Thursday when a panicked text came in from Lizzie. "Nick...You there? Please answer..."

I quickly typed a reply: I'm here. Call me.
Within ten seconds, my phone rang. I quickly swiped the screen to answer it. "What's wrong?"
She spoke quickly in a strained voice. "Mom just called me. She said she and Dad had a huge argument and she's locked herself in her bedroom. She wants to leave but she doesn't know if he'll let her. I'm worried. She was whispering the whole time."
"Did he hit her?" I asked. "Was there any sort of physical altercation?"
"No, but she said she doesn't feel safe. She's afraid to come out of her room. She asked me to come and get her but you are closer. Can you go?"
I grabbed my keys off the desk and headed out. "I'm on my way right now."
"I'll come with you, kid," Bert offered. "Just in case things get out of hand. I'll give Nearville's sheriff a call to let him know we're stepping in his town."
"Thank you, Bert."
We pulled into Dr. Reynolds's driveway, quickly got out of the car, and rang the doorbell. When no one answered, I banged five times with the edge of my fist.
"Dr. Reynolds! Are you home?"
His car was in the driveway and there were lights on inside the house.
I listened carefully for voices but heard nothing until the sound of footsteps approached. At last the door opened. Dr. Reynolds, dressed in jeans and a navy golf shirt, greeted me with a frown. "What are you doing here?"
His gaze raked disapprovingly from the brim of my police hat to the badge pinned on my shirt, then down to my gun belt and black boots.
"Your wife called Lizzie and asked to be picked up. Lizzie couldn't leave the hospital so she asked me to come instead."
"My wife doesn't need a ride anywhere," Dr. Reynolds replied.
I noticed his right hand flexing and fisting. "Where is your wife, sir?"
"She's upstairs."
"Could you ask her to come down please? I'd like to speak to her."
Dr. Reynolds glared at me intensely. "This isn't any of your business, Nick."
"Well, since your daughter asked me to stop by and check on her mother, I think that makes it very much my business. Mind if I come in?"
His brow furrowed. "Yes, I do mind."
I held his gaze steadily in mine. "Let's not make this any more difficult than it has to be. I need to see Mrs. Reynolds. She called for assistance and said she didn't feel safe. If we can just clear that up, I'll get out of your way."
I caught sight of something over the doctor's shoulder. It was Mrs. Reynolds descending the stairs with a suitcase. Dr. Reynolds turned around. "Where are you going?" he asked her.
She set the suitcase down in the wide foyer and went to fetch a coat off a hook in the back hall. "I'm leaving you."
Dr. Reynolds strode toward her. I immediately stepped inside. Bert followed me.
"No, you're not," Dr. Reynolds harshly said. "You can't leave me."
Mrs. Reynolds donned her coat and began to button it. "Yes, I can. It's my choice and I'm leaving with Nick."
"But we're not done talking about this."
"We've been talking about it for weeks, Bruce," she said. "Years, in fact." She picked up her suitcase and started walking toward me at the door. "You know I want us both to visit J.J., but you won't even consider it. It's not fair. And now, somehow you managed to kick Lizzie out of our lives too. We always do what YOU want us to do, but you never bend an inch for us. It's your way or the highway. And today I'm taking the
highway."
"Joan, wait..."
"And I've asked you a thousand times to come to therapy with me, but you won't do that either."
He followed her to the door. "I don't need a therapist."
She stopped and whirled around. "So you've said. But I think you need it more than anyone. You broke our family. I'm just in therapy to help me figure out how to cope with you!"
He grabbed hold of her arm but she roughly shook him off. "Don't you dare touch me, Bruce!"
He blinked at her in shock as she turned and followed me out the front door and down the steps. We walked quickly to the squad car and got in.
"Are you all right?" I asked.
Her hands were shaking uncontrollably as she tried to buckle her seatbelt. "Yes. Thank you for coming to get me, Nick."
"It was no problem." I waited until she was buckled in before I backed out. "Do you know where you want to go? Do you have friends or family you'd like to call, besides Lizzie?"
"My family lives in Boston," she replied. "I was thinking I might go to a hotel for tonight."
"You don't have to do that." I glanced in the rearview mirror. Dr. Reynolds was watching us from outside on the covered veranda as we pulled away. "You can stay at my place until Lizzie gets home. Then I'll take you over there."
She closed her eyes and let her head fall back on the headrest. "Thank you, Nick. That's very kind of you."
As we drove out of Nearville, I glanced at her with concern. "Are you sure you're all right? He didn't hurt you, did he?"
She lifted her head and looked at me. "No. That's at least one thing I can honestly say: He's never laid a violent hand on me. But I've never felt a hundred percent confident that he wouldn't eventually lose his temper with me." She gazed out the window. "He was pretty angry today, because I didn't back down this time."
I gave her a moment to collect herself. "You can stay at my place as long as you need to, Mrs. Reynolds."
"Thank you, Nick," she said, looking straight ahead, "but I'll be booking a flight this evening to reunite with my son. I don't know what it'll mean for my marriage, but surprisingly, I don't really care. All I want to do is see my son. I've let him down long enough."
CHAPTER 23

Two weeks before Thanksgiving, I arrived home to a telephone message from J.J. which included an invitation for Lizzie and me to join him and his family for the long holiday weekend. It wasn't easy to tell my own mother that we wouldn't be coming to her place after all, but she understood when I explained the situation. Her new husband's family would be there, so she wouldn't be alone. And we promised we'd come for leftovers the day after we returned.
Lizzie and I boarded a plane and flew to what turned out to be an intimate and emotional family gathering with Mrs. Reynolds, who had been staying with her son and Meg since the day after she left. There were tears and laughter, endless conversations about the past and future and, of course, delicious Thanksgiving fare.
Later in the day, while everyone was stretched out on the sofa digesting the meal, I smelled coffee brewing, so I went into the kitchen to find Mrs. Reynolds scrubbing a pot at the sink. She asked if I'd like a cup of coffee.
"I'd love one," I replied.
She withdrew two mugs from the cupboard. "You and Lizzie seem to be getting along well," she said as she poured.
"Better than well," I replied. "I can't imagine what my life would be like right now if I hadn't met her."
Mrs. Reynolds grinned at me. "I'm glad you're happy. She is happy with you too."
"For the most part we are, but I have to be honest, Mrs. Reynolds. I'm having some trouble dealing with the way things have turned out."
She inclined her head. "How so?"
I paused. "I'm a family man. You were like a second mother to me when I was kid. J.J., Wendy and Lizzie were like family to me, too, and it's killing me to think that I might have played a part in the problems between you and your husband. I know I'm not your husband's favorite person in the world, and maybe if it weren't for me, you would never have moved out. It seems that ever since the day I walked through your door, your whole world has been exploding."
"In a good way," Mrs. Reynolds said. "And it's hardly your fault that I've left my husband. That's been building for years."
I nodded. "I just don't want Lizzie to lose her family. She hasn't spoken to her father since the night he and I got into a scuffle in your kitchen."
Mrs. Reynolds sat down at the table. "You know, I thought after she stood up to him and walked out, Bruce might finally see the light and stop being such a hard-liner, but he didn't. He just couldn't."
I swirled the coffee around in my cup. "I'm sorry to hear that, because the main reason I came in here to talk to you was to tell you that..." I paused for a moment and lowered my voice even further. "I know this might seem a bit sudden, but I want to marry Lizzie."
Mrs. Reynolds sat up straighter in her chair. "I haven't proposed or anything. But when that day comes, I'd like to ask both you and your husband for your blessings. I just don't know if I'll ever get that from him. I'll accept it if I have to, but there must be some hope with you. And if Lizzie says yes to becoming my wife, I want her to know that she'll have family with her on her wedding day, that at least you'll be there to help her pick out a dress and someone will be able to walk her down the aisle."
Mrs. Reynolds smiled. "Nick Wallace, if you get down on one knee to propose to my daughter, you can be sure I'll be there for dress fittings and helping her choose flower arrangements and whatever else she needs. I couldn't be happier to hear this, Nick, because I know you're a good man. I've always known it.
"You were like a second son to me. You have my blessing ten times over. How's that?"
I swallowed hard over a dense lump in my throat. "It's pretty darn good, Mrs. Reynolds."
She rose to her feet. "And I think it's time you started calling me Joan," she said with a smile as she held out her arms.
CHAPTER 24
As Christmas approached, I couldn't seem to shake the overwhelming urge to drive past the Reynolds' household.
There was nothing festive. The cottage looked as if no one had lived there in months. The front veranda hadn't been shoveled since the blizzard, but there were fresh tire marks in the snow, which suggested that Dr. Reynolds was still coming and going from the hospital.
I drove by late one night and saw his car parked out front. In an upstairs window, a television cast an eerie, flickering glow.
I drove home, called Lizzie to tell her what I had seen, and suggested we at least send her father a Christmas card.
"Yes," she said without hesitation. "We should. Why don't we pop by tomorrow night? I'll bring some sugar cookies and a present I made for him."
I agreed it was the right thing to do, and I hoped we'd be given a better reception than last time.
Knowing it was rare for Lizzie's father to arrive home from work before 7:00 p.m., we showed up at 8:00. Unfortunately, the house was dark and his car wasn't in the driveway.
"We probably should have called," Lizzie said with disappointment. "But I was afraid he'd tell us not to come. Let's go inside anyway. I still have my keys. We can drop this off in the kitchen and leave the card and my present."
Then I took note of the snow-covered veranda. "Why don't you wait here for a minute while I clear off the steps?"
I returned to the car to grab the shovel out of my trunk and quickly established a path to the front door. She opened the front door and we kicked the snow off our boots before letting ourselves in.
Looking around, I noticed that even with Mrs. Reynolds gone, everything was still tidy and spotless. There wasn't a single dirty dish in the sink or a jacket left draped over the back of a chair.
Lizzie appeared and set the cookies on the counter. "There's no Christmas tree," she said. "No decorations anywhere. Mom always took care of that stuff and made Christmas so beautiful. It seems very sad and lonely."
"What do you want to do?" I asked.
"I don't know. There's an artificial tree in the attic. That's where all the decorations are. We could set it up."
"How do you think your father would feel about that?"
Lizzie sighed. "I have no idea. He's always been such a mystery to me." She thought about it for a few seconds, then turned to me. "I wonder what Wendy would do in this situation."
"I'm pretty sure she would want us to set up the tree."
"I think so too," Lizzie replied. "Let's get to it then. I'll make us some hot chocolate."
I kissed her on the cheek and asked for directions to the attic.
By 11:00, the tree was set up and decorated in the front parlor.
"It's lovely," Lizzie said, stepping back to admire our work.
"I'm going to take a picture." She went to get her phone out of her purse, returned and snapped a photo. "Maybe I'll send this to Mom."
"The only thing that's missing are gifts under the tree," I said.
"You're right." She lowered her phone to her side. "Just my present. It's kind of sad."
"We could come back tomorrow and bring something," I suggested.
"Yes. Maybe." She checked her watch. "It's late. Dad could be working all night for all we know. We should probably go."
Without another word, we made sure to turn off all the lights in the house, even the ones on the Christmas tree, gathered up our belongings and left.
As we drove home through the brightly lit city, we talked about our plans for Christmas Eve and Christmas Day, which included dinners with my family. Since it was late, Lizzie agreed to stay over at my place.
We were still discussing options when there was a sudden urgent knock at the door.
CHAPTER 25

"It's your father," I said to Lizzie as I peered out the front window.
Lizzie, dressed in pink silk pajamas, fuzzy slippers and a fleecy red Santa Clause robe, rose up on her tiptoes to look over my shoulder. "Do you think he's angry? Maybe he didn't want a Christmas tree this year."
"I don't know but I think we should answer it."
She agreed and followed me down the stairs.
We opened the door to find Dr. Reynolds standing stiffly in a tailored black overcoat and blood-red scarf.
"Hi, Dad," Lizzie said hesitantly.
"Hello," he replied, his breath visible on the chilly winter air. "I know it's late, but I noticed your lights were on."
I cleared my throat and opened the door wider. "It's no problem. We were up. Would you like to come in?"
Looking distinctly ill at ease, he nodded, stepped inside and followed us up the stairs.
"Can I get you anything, Dr. Reynolds?" I asked. "Coffee? A soda? Scotch?"
He didn't look at me. "A Scotch please, Nick. Thank you."
So far, it was the most civil conversation I'd ever had with the man in my whole life.
"As long as you don't mind the cheap stuff." I went to the kitchen to fetch a bottle from the cupboard over the stove, while Lizzie took her father's coat and scarf and invited him into the living room to sit on the sofa.
I poured Scotch on the rocks for all three of us and carried them in.
"Thanks," Dr. Reynolds said.
"You must have worked late tonight?" Lizzie asked, glancing curiously at the Christmas box he'd set on the coffee table.
"Yes." He took a deep swig of the Scotch. "I came home and saw the cookies, the decorations, the Christmas tree. That was very kind of you two."
I suspected it took a lot for him to cough up those words.
Lizzie tucked her legs up under her. "I hope you didn't mind. I still had a key so I let myself in. Then we thought the house seemed too quiet. It needed a little Christmas spirit."
"It did," he replied, never quite meeting her gaze.
I found myself letting out a slow breath as I leaned back in the leather chair.
"It has definitely been very quiet at the house," he explained, taking another gulp of Scotch and finally setting the glass down on the table. "I still can't believe your mother's gone. Sometimes I come home from the hospital and I imagine that she had come back. I can smell her perfume or I think I smell cookies, but she's never there. It's um..." He paused. "It's been unsettling to say the least. Especially now, at Christmas. She always made everything so special."
I said nothing while Lizzie touched her father's knee. "I'm sorry it turned out this way, Dad. It's not what any of us wanted."
He lifted an eyebrow and looked down at the floor. "Either way, you can't deny I had this coming."
"How do you mean?"
Of course Lizzie knew exactly what her father was referring to, but I understood that she wanted to hear it from him.
Dr. Reynolds twisted his wedding ring around on his finger. "You know I wasn't the easiest father in the world. I demanded a lot. J.J. had it the worst."
"It was hard sometimes," she gently said.
He shut his eyes, cupped his forehead in a hand and shook his head. "I know. I've been talking to someone," he admitted. "Your mother was after me to do that for years and... Well, after she left..."
"Do you mean a therapist?" Lizzie asked.
He nodded. "I'm starting to realize that I've needed structure and rules in the house because I want to avoid the sort of conditions I grew up in. It was basically pure chaos."
Lizzie and I remained quiet and her father continued. "There were days when my father used to come home drunk, take one look around at the mess and the noise with a wife and six kids all living in a rundown shack, and he'd fly into a rage. My poor mother couldn't keep up with all the housework and we did our best to help out, but it was never enough."
He picked up his drink and held it in his hands.
"You didn't want to be like him," Lizzie said. "That's why you set all those rules, so that you would never come home to chaos."
Dr. Reynolds swallowed hard. "But I was like him... at least with J.J.. What was I thinking? To believe you can avoid chaos where children are concerned, and Lord knows, J.J. was a handful. He was always strong willed, even as a toddler. He constantly tried to push me and test me. For a long time I thought he was put here on this earth just to bring me down. The harder I'd fight against it, try to keep things in order, the more like my father I became." He gritted his teeth and took another swig of Scotch.



"But obviously, my preferred solution to the problem didn't work out too well, because everybody's gone." The ice cubes clinked in his glass as he jiggled it and took the last sip. "All I wanted to do was make it through Christmas without torturing myself over all the stupid things I've said and done over the years. I've been trying to ignore the festivities mostly. I thought I could make it to January and just get on with my life, but then I came home tonight and saw the tree and the decorated parlor. It was one of those moments that shakes you. I felt like the Grinch."
"Then I opened your present and..." Dr. Reynolds swallowed really hard.
He placed a picture on the coffee table. It was a framed photo of the whole bunch we had taken at J.J.'s place during Thanksgiving.
There was a Christmas card attached that read, 'Your family miss you.'
"It was a nice gesture to place Mr. Carrots under the tree," Dr. Reynolds placed a worn-out stuffed bunny at one side of the picture. "It reminded me of Wendy, of course. She slept with it till she was ten," her father explained, his eyes red with emotion.
"Your mother is right, Lizzie. I pushed everyone away. Now, I'm all alone. I wanted you to know that I understand you're not a child anymore, and I need to let you live your own life and be with whoever you want to be with."
Lizzie wrapped her arms around her father's shoulders. "I'm glad you did. Thank you, Dad. This means a lot to me." She drew back and held his hand. "I think we should call Mom."
Dr. Reynolds said nothing. He merely sat and watched with some unease while Lizzie found her phone in her purse and dialed the number.
"Hi Mom," she said. "I hope I'm not calling too late. Yes, we're fine." She turned to look at both of us and smiled radiantly while she listened to Joan talk about her visit with her son's family and the kids.
"That's sounds wonderful," Lizzie said. "Look, Mom, I'm calling because Dad is here." She paced around the living room. "Yes, I know it's late. He says hello. He loved our gift."
Lizzie turned to her father and handed him the phone. "She wants to talk to you."
Dr. Reynolds's cheeks flushed red. He rose from the sofa, took the phone from her and walked to the kitchen.
Lizzie sat down across my lap. I cradled her in my arms and kissed the top of her head.
We listened discreetly for a few minutes, then exchanged a look when we heard her father say in a shaky voice, "I'm sorry Joan... Please tell J.J. I'm sorry..." Dr. Reynolds sat down at my kitchen table and began to weep.
Quietly, Lizzie and I rose from the chair in the living room and went into the bedroom to give him some privacy.
CHAPTER 26

By some Christmas miracle, everyone was able to fly to the Reynold's house in Canyon Road for Christmas. It required two vehicles to pick everyone up at the airport, so Lizzie came with me in my car and Mr. Reynolds followed in his.
The whole way there, snow was falling in giant fat flakes that floated in the air like something out of a dream.
"I hope you realize," Lizzie said, reaching for my hand as we approached the airport, "that none of this would be happening if you hadn't knocked on my door that day."
"Or if I hadn't been shot and I had seen and spoken to Wendy, who died the same night and decided to stick around long enough to turn me into her final psychiatric case," I added.
I won't lie and pretend it was an easy, joyful greeting at the baggage carousel. The children were oblivious to any family tension, of course, and Mrs. Reynolds was quick to rush into her husband's arms. J.J. and Meg, however, were reserved, as was Dr. Reynolds when they shook hands. I suspected the tension and hurt would linger for quite some time to come. Maybe it would never be resolved completely, but at least J.J. had agreed to bring his children to meet their other grandfather for Christmas, so it was a positive first step.
Lizzie had prepared a traditional turkey dinner which she reheated on the stove when we arrived. The children were boisterous and touched everything they could, but Dr. Reynolds somehow managed to bite his tongue.
"Come outside with me?" I said to Lizzie after J.J. and Meg herded the children off to bed. "It's a beautiful night."
She smiled at me and took my hand. A few minutes later, we were standing in our coats and boots on the covered porch by the outdoor Christmas tree we had set up that morning.
"Considering I was expecting World War III, it all went well, don't you think?" Lizzie said, reaching out to touch a golden angel ornament that hung from one of the lower branches.
"It was a great first step in the right direction." I watched her stroll around the tree and felt completely beguiled by her every move.
"The kids had a good time with their presents," she added.
"All kids do," I commented with a smile remembering my own Christmas as a kid.
She paused to re-arrange a section of lights. I waited until she draped it properly, then I moved a little closer.
"Talking about presents, there are still two more presents, though," I teased.
"Really? Who are they for?"
"You. It's a Birthday present and a Christmas present."
Lizzie stopped what she was doing and looked at me.
"Happy birthday," I wished her, and gave her a Boosey & Hawkes clarinet in its box.
She tore the wrapping off and let out a small gasp, "A clarinet! But... How did you know?"
I took a deep breath and said, "Wendy told me you loved playing it."
Tears were sliding down her face as she leaned forward and kissed me on my lips. "Of course, she did. Thank you, Nick. By the way, how did you know about Mr. Carrots? How did you find it and placed it under the Christmas tree?"
I felt shivers running down my spine.
"Lizzie, I didn't place Mr. Carrots under the tree. I thought you did."
Lizzie shivered from head to toes, shaking her head. "I didn't."
A warm feeling surrounded us, and the evening mist morphed into a crystalline glowing female form. Wendy... She pointed at the small box in my hand and smiled. Then she glowed brighter and finally disappeared in the mist.
"Did you see what I saw?" I asked Lizzie.
She gulped and nodded, speechless. Tears running down her cheeks.
"I have one more present for you," I tossed my head slightly to indicate a small blue velvet box tied by a red and gold ribbon in my hand.
"Oh my God! Is it a...?" Lizzie gasped.
"Why don't you open it and find out?" I reached up to untie the bow, and then got down on one knee.
Lizzie covered her mouth with a hand, smiling and crying at the same time.
"Elizabeth Reynolds," I said. "I think maybe you're the reason I came back from wherever it was I went on the night I was shot, and thank God for that. Or maybe it was Wendy who sent me back. Maybe she knew you were meant to be my wife."
Lizzie opened the box to reveal the classic diamond ring I had chosen just for her. She dropped to her knees in front of me.
"Lizzie, will you marry me?" I asked.
She nodded in a hurry, crying and laughing at the same time as I slid the ring onto her finger. "It's so beautiful!" she cried, holding it up to the light shining down on us from the tree.
We both stood up and she wrapped her arms around me. I held her close, closed my eyes and touched my lips to hers.
A moment later, we looked up to admire the decorations on the tree, and listened to the distant sound of carolers somewhere down the street.
EPILOGUE
Three years have passed since the day I proposed to my wife. That was the year her family broke apart, but found its way back together again, even stronger than before.
I still think about Wendy, and the way things turned out. Lizzie tells me she feels her presence sometimes when she walks into a quiet room at her parents' home on Canyon Road. Placing Mr. Carrots under the three became a family tradition.
Mr. and Mrs. Reynolds recently celebrated their anniversary and we all gathered together to celebrate it. Even J.J., Meg and the kids flew in for the party.
Lizzie graduated from medical school last spring and she's working forensics with the FBI.
As for Mr. Reynolds and his son... They've come a long way. Bruce's counseling has helped a lot, and J.J. is no stranger to human weakness, given all that he's seen and heard in the support groups he leads. He's the most forgiving man I've ever met. His wife Meg is that way, too.
The important thing is to keep getting up each day knowing that everything can turn on a dime. For better or for worse.
Sometimes bad things happen, and people will always make mistakes, but isn't that how we learn and grow stronger?
That's why we need to treasure each moment of every day, learn how to accept and forgive, and never fear what might be over the horizon, even if it looks dark and cloudy. Because it just might turn out to be the best day of your life.
MERRY CHRISTMAS!
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CHAPTER 1: LAURA
Hi, my name is Laura, Laura Lane. Yes, that's right, L.L. like Louise Lane, except that I'm not in love with a superhero. As a matter of fact, I don't have a love interest in my life at all.
I'd been single since the end of my last relationship (go figure). I broke up with my last boyfriend (if you could call him that) three years ago. He was from a 'good family', meaning my parents approved him.
Too bad I didn't.
From his tan to his perfectly groomed hair to his manners, everything about him was fake. Whenever I met him, he'd plaster a smile, call me 'babe', and place his hand on the lowest part of my back. My marriage with him was being planned among our parents to be a business transaction. A melding of important families.
Call me a romantic, but I always wanted to marry for love. They weren't happy when I broke up with him and told my parents I wasn't going to marry him.
"Mother, I don't want to marry someone who I'm not in love with. I want to be in love when I marry."
"Oh, poor silly girl," replied my mother, "love will come later. You will learn to love the man you marry. You'll eventually have a wonderful life of luxury in your own house with your own servants."
Every guy my parents brought around was worse than the last. I've been avoiding them since then.
My parents... well, as you might have noticed, they are a sore spot. My dad would have killed for a boy. He didn't get one. Surprise! It's a girl!
Since I was a kid, he pushed me so hard, God! He is a partner in a well-known law firm. He wanted me to be a lawyer like him. I studied arts instead.
I started formal art training in college at the Art Institute much to my parents' dismay. I paired it with lots of additional classes in figure drawing and character design. I also attended the Concept Design Academy after graduating.
I am happy with my job as a concept artist and illustrator, even when it's a lot of hard work. Luckily the effort always feels more palatable when it's something you're very passionate about.
My mother is a stuck-up snob. I have annoyed her all my life doing just the opposite of what she wanted or expected me to. She made it very clear, that the man I chose to marry would have to be approved by her. She had already planned my wedding which would be a monstrously ostentatious event at the church my parents attend. There will be hundreds of people there that I don't even know. My feelings and wishes won't matter at all. As you can see, my mother is the main reason why I'm still single. I would rather die than marrying someone she approves.
This year I'll be 28 and I'll be another year older and single. My biological clock is ticking and becoming louder by the day. I want what we all want, to find someone to love and be loved for what I am. However, Mr. Right is nowhere to be found. It doesn't help that dating scares me.
If love is a game, then I'm in search of a tutorial.
My interests are important to me, and finding someone who is like me is really hard. I love dancing. Hiking, bicycling, or doing pretty much all the cool stuff out there. I love cooking vegetarian recipes and listening to World Music. My friends use to say I'm crazy, in a good way I hope.
I'm starting to think I'm not compatible with anyone. It's really hard to find a kindred soul. I don't find many people interesting. I wanted to have a family by now. I'm tired of attending everyone else's wedding.
My friends are always pushing me to meet someone. Most of them are already in relationships.
One day I said, "why not?" So I agreed to be paired with the single weirdo from their work or someone's cousin who just got divorced. Who knows? It could be fun.
Fun? Who am I kidding? Dates are nerve-wracking. I'll tell you one of my experiences.
I was trying my fifth outfit when I received a text from my date, "Sorry, I'll be 10 minutes late." Two Grey's Anatomy episodes later, he arrived. That was the start of a very disastrous date.
After awkwardly stumbling into his pickup truck and landing face flat on the seat, I stuck my hand out and introduced myself. Our first stop was a bowling alley. During the drive, he apologized for being late, while I reassured him that it happens (but usually not two hours!). Upon arriving at the bowling alley, he realized we were the only ones in attendance above the age of 14, so we left the place and he proceeded to ask Siri where to take a girl on the first date.
We ended up at Applebee's and I finally got a good glimpse of him. He was the younger brother of a coworker's boyfriend. During the meal the conversation was easy. He talked and talked and I listened. He didn't ask a single question about me. His stories ranged from bar fights to his experience with a hernia he got trying to lift weights. He even showed me the scar.
We left Applebee's and decided to go to Sonic for dessert. Making our way through the parking lot he remarked, "Did you see that? All the guys sitting there just turned to stare at your butt while you walked out."
Did I instantly feel uncomfortable? Yes, yes I did.
At some point, he claimed that it was the best date he had ever been on. Not knowing what to do, I lightly chuckled and stuck a spoonful of cookies and ice cream into my mouth. During the drive home, he mentioned wanting to go on a second date. Again, I stuck a spoonful of ice cream into my mouth. We hugged goodbye and I promptly scurried up my driveway with yet another guilt-ridden spoonful of ice cream in my mouth to avoid a kiss.
Dating is going to make me fat.

CHAPTER 2 PERCY

Hi, I'm Percy. I'm almost thirty and I'm still single. As a matter of fact, I've been single since I left college. I have dated a few ladies, got laid with some of them, but nothing serious. Not even a friend with benefits relationship.
I know you must be asking yourself, 'what's wrong with him?' Well, nothing is wrong with me that I know. I'm not Brad Pitt, but I'm not ugly. I guess, I focused on my career and didn't try so hard on relationships.
I'm in the construction business. When I first started my career as an apprentice, I wouldn't have guessed I'd end up as a contractor, but I am certainly glad I did. I first picked up a hammer back in grade school. From that point forward, my desire to learn and excel in my trade has only intensified.
As soon as I was done in high school, I wanted to pursue the dream of being a full-time contractor. I wanted to become the type of man that people called when they needed renovations or home improvement.
All these years, I've been fulfilled with my life as it was. After a long day's work, I felt more like putting on pajamas and crawling into bed than going out into the uncertain and anxiety-provoking world of dating someone.
I was fine on my own. It never bothered me to be single... till it did. One day, I realized I was going to be thirty and all my friends were married or engaged. When I visited them, they had their wives, their kids, a dog, while I came home to a lonely place.
"When are you going to get married, Percy?" Amanda asked me, she is Joe's wife. Joe is my foreman and a great friend. They invite me to have dinner with them once a week.
"I'm not sure I'll ever get married," I said, letting out a long sigh.
"Why not? You're a great catch," Amanda insisted.
"Because all the good ones are already taken and settled, or committed to someone."
"There are millions of amazing single women out there, Percy. My friend Laura is one of them," Amanda smiled at me.
I didn't take the bait, "But there aren't millions that are right for me. All the available girls are in the 'no-go' category: ugly, career-oriented, or divorced bitches."
"Career-oriented?" Amanda frowned. "I never thought you would be the machist type that thinks that women must stay at home."
"I'm not talking about her being employed. I'm talking about women who work more than 40 hours a week. Women who are so busy chasing a higher position in their companies, that they lose track of other things, like socializing, traveling, or enjoying a lazy day."
"I get what you mean," Amanda conceded.
"If many social studies are to be believed, professional women are more likely to get divorced, more likely to cheat, less likely to have children, and, if they do have kids, they are more likely to be unhappy about it."
Amanda was still processing my words, looking for a crack in my reasoning, when my friend Joe asked me, "What do you have against divorced women? Anyone can make a mistake."
"I said 'divorced bitches'. You know, the ones that come with a backpack of bad experiences. I remember I dated a divorced woman once. Every decision or idea that she came up with, was because she didn't like how it was done the 'first time'. She made me feel like our entire relationship was be based on how things went with her first marriage. It made me feel like I was a sloppy second. I was especially burnt by her."
"I'm starting to see why you aren't in a relationship, Percy," Amanda shook her head. "You have high standards."
"Is it bad to have high expectations in a relationship?" I answered.
Joe supported me, "I get Percy's point of view."
Amanda gave Joe the kind of look that could only mean "no sex for you tonight".
"To be honest, I'm very close to giving up finding love, Amanda. In that way, I'll get rid of the pressure of finding anyone," I explained to my friends.
"My friend Laura is not like that," Amanda insisted. "You should give her a chance."
I knew Amanda would keep pushing till I agree to date her friend. So I gave up, making a mental note not to accept dinner invitations from them in the near future. Every time a married female friend invited me to dinner, I knew she had an agenda. And the agenda usually included some single or divorced woman she knew.
"Okay, I give up. Who is this hidden gem?" I said in a light tone.
Amanda was not amused.
"She is a great girl. She works as a concept artist, set painter, and illustrator. She does a lot of work for the advertising company I work for. She's a vegetarian. Keep that in mind when you chose a place for your date."
"A vegetarian artist, huh?"
She noticed the expression on my face and quickly added, "She can be a bit crazy but in a good way. She's a great girl. You'll see."

CHAPTER 3: LAURA

I met Percy at Amanda's home. She made the introductions. Percy had dark hair and was fairly good looking. He didn't look very enthusiastic about meeting me, but he was polite. He took a good look at my clothes. I had dressed in a nice summer dress. Nothing fancy or extravagant.
"Laura, meet Percy," Amanda said with a giggle. She was clearly enjoying the situation.
"Nice to meet you," Percy held out his hand to shake mine.
I accepted his hand, smiling back. "Nice to meet you."
We spent the first few awkward minutes doing small talk with Amanda.
"My car is parked just outside. Are you ready to go?" Percy asked me.
I agreed, took his arm, and followed him. Amanda quickly departed and teased, "Have fun you two!" And she giggled.
Percy gained points when he opened the door and held it open while I got inside his car.
He drove us to a vegetarian restaurant which had, quite possibly, the best vegetarian cuisine I had ever had. He didn't look like a vegetarian, so I guessed Amanda told him about my eating habits. More points to him for doing his homework.
We engaged in the sort of casual conversation most couples endure on a first date. Percy had a nice personality and was easy to talk to. He was nice. I did my best to learn all I could about him. He asked a lot of questions about me and my work and he actually listened to my answers. We found our works had a lot in common.
Then, we went to a bar that looked like an English pub. We drank brown ale, which Percy explained to me was sweet and low in alcohol. We played darts, and we challenged each other to a contest. I had a lot of fun. He later drove me home and kissed me on my doorstep. A nice kiss, I must say.
After the kiss, he gave me a curious look. "You're not quite what I was expecting."
"No?" I replied. "Is that a good thing?"
He smiled. "Yes, it is."
A-plus date all around, a true gentleman, great company and conversation, and we tried something new.
I'm not sure what I loved more, the amount of laughing we did, or how relaxed I felt with Percy. I was able to be myself to my fullest. It surprised me how easy it was to talk with him.
There goes my theory about having to go on seven dates with seven different men to find the right one.
As soon as he got home, he texted me to tell me how great of a night he had with me. He added he couldn't wait to see me again. I texted him back telling him I felt the same way.
Throughout the next week, we texted back and forth every day.
"Don't get too clingy", I said to myself. "He is too good to be true. Wait till you find the skeletons in the closet."
We dated three more times and I found no skeletons at all. He was kind, caring, smart, and easy-going. That was the beginning of our romance. We started going steady and, one magic night, we had sex for the first time.
The more I got to know Percy, the more I realized what a special guy he was.
When I was with him, he made me forget the world around me. He was enough, and, together, we were everything. I felt I had found the man of my dreams, even if I knew him just for some months. I was trying to play it off like my heart was taking it 'slow'. However, I had no clue what 'taking it slow' really entailed let alone how to actually put that action into practice.

CHAPTER 4: PERCY

Laura and I dated for six months. We became exclusive. I learned that Laura's favorite color was blue and she loved to dance in rain. We loved to curl up together and watch movies. She preferred romantic movies and used to fall asleep during action or superhero ones. She loved cats, plants, and flowers. We both loved onions and pizza.
We used to talk for hours. She was a fantastic listener. When I was with her I felt life was a good thing, and I felt like it might just go on and on this way.
One Friday night, Laura asked me to pick her up at a fancy neighborhood address. I used to pick her up at her apartment, so the change of place surprised me. Maybe she was visiting a friend.
When I arrived there, I discovered with horror that it was her parents' home, and we were going to have dinner with them. I wasn't even dressed properly. Ambush, anyone?
The house was a two-story structure, painted yellow with brown trim. It screamed wealth with its polished white-marble floors and subtle gold accents.
Honestly, I didn't think our relationship was at this stage. You know, meeting the parents is both a sign that you're taking the relationship seriously and a test to see if you and your partner's parents will get along. What was Laura trying to pull?
I gave Laura a puzzled look when I greeted her, but she was too nervous to notice.
My first impression of Laura's parents wasn't good. They looked like snobs of the worst kind. The kind who put you down with just one look. They were country club people, I certainly was not. They gave me a cold welcome.
"Dad, I want you to meet my boyfriend Percy," Laura introduced me to her father, a short stocky man who never smiled.
I offered my hand to him, "I'm Percival Wittmore. Nice to meet you, sir."
I rarely used my full name, but I thought I might impress him. My mom was a fan of King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table. She used to call me Sir Percival.
He looked at me as if I were an annoying insect. I dropped my hand when he didn't offer his back.
Her mother simply looked at me as if I was something she scraped off her fancy shoes.
Laura did her best to alleviate the uncomfortable moment. She kept looking at me, apologizing with her eyes.
During dinner, her parents gave me the third degree. They interrogated me about my politics, my religion, my social position, my diet, my community involvement, my job, and especially how much money I was making a year. My answers got shorter and shorter with each question, and I refused to answer the last ones.
It felt like that nightmare where you dream you're back in high school taking a test you haven't studied for.
At some point, Laura tried to stop them, "You don't need to interrogate Percy like he's a criminal or something."
However, her parents would have none of it.
"I'm in my right to know if this young man you brought to our home can provide for the lifestyle you are used to," her father said in an affected tone of voice. "We have social obligations. We need to know if he'll fit."
As far as I knew, Laura was an artist living in a loft, not some princess in a palace. One thing she never talked about was her family. Now I knew why.
"I'm not sure he is the right person for you, Laura. I'm not your enemy, neither is your father. We are willing to give this man the benefit of the doubt. So long as he understands there are ground rules he must abide by," Laura's mother was doing her best to sound upper crust.
I hope you noticed that they were talking about me as if I weren't there. At that point, I'd had enough.
"Ground rules?" I asked wiping my mouth with a napkin and raising an eyebrow.
"Well, yes, young man, we have a social position in this community..." her father started to say.
"There are only two people in this relationship, Laura and me," I interrupted him. "We'll live our lives according to OUR rules, not yours. You and your wife have no say in OUR relationship. IF I marry your daughter one day, and that's a big IF considering the 'warm' reception you gave me tonight, you'll be the ones abiding by OUR rules, not the other way around."
I don't like your tone, young man."
"I don't like yours either, so I guess we're even on that score."
"How dare you talk to me like that? Do you have any idea who am I?" Laura's father exploded. His face was red with anger.
"A pompous asshole," I thought, but bit my tongue.
I stood up. "You're right, sir. This is your home, I apologize for my rudeness. However, I won't apologize for not letting you rule the way we live our lives. You may have money, but you certainly lack manners."
"How much will it take for you to go away?" He asked me.
"I'll go for free right now."
He shook his head. "I mean how much will it take for you to leave my daughter alone and never see her again?"
He articulated every word as if he was talking with an idiot.
I couldn't believe my ears. "Are you trying to buy me off? Let me tell you I'm not on sale. I don't want your money. I didn't even know Laura was born into privilege at all till tonight."
He cocked his head to one side and pulled out his check-book. I shook my head. This wasn't about Laura anymore. This was about me standing my ground.
"Mr. Lane," I said with conviction. "I won't accept ANY amount of money. If you think I have a prize you are completely clueless about the kind of person I am."
I articulated my words in the same way he did a moment ago.
I turned to Laura, not for help, but understanding. She had been caught off guard just like me. "I don't appreciate you trying to buy my boyfriend off and out of my life, Dad. I'm not on sale either."
Not bad, but not exactly the kind of endorsing support I expected.
"I'm obviously not welcome here. Since I've lost my appetite, if your royal highness excuses me, I'm leaving now," I took a sarcastic bow, and stormed towards the door without bothering to look back.



"Fuck this shit," I said, to myself, sternly.
My phone rang as soon as I left the house. It was Laura, of course. I needed to cool down before talking to her so I texted her exactly that, "Not in the best mood to talk. Maybe later."
I drove straight to my brother's home. He was surprised to see me.
"I need your advice, Tom," I told him.
He offered me a beer, and we sat in the living room. Then, I gave him a brief account of my relationship with Laura, and what had transpired that night.
"When you marry someone, you marry into her family, if her parents don't like you, I suggest you find someone else," my brother said. He was a straight forward person and I always appreciated it.
I sighed. "I came to the same conclusion. I realize there are a lot of things Laura and I didn't talk about. Our families, for example. For me, Laura was a fun girl to hang with. I like her and we were great together but that was it. It's not that I wasn't serious about us, but to me, we were just in the first stages of our relationship. I wasn't even close to proposing to her."
Tom nodded his understanding.
"Did she warn you about her parents before you met them?" my brother asked me.
"That's the thing, she didn't! She didn't even warn me I was going to meet them! She asked me to pick her up at this address. And when I drove there I realized it was her parents' house, and I was expected for dinner. I wasn't even dressed properly for the occasion."
"That's really strange. From what you told me, she didn't look like the kind of girl who'd do something like this. Is it worth trying to make your relationship work?" my brother was echoing my own concerns as usual.
"I'll have a long talk with her, but this looks like a deal-breaker to me. There's no doubt we come from different worlds. Her parents were looking down on me during the whole dinner. I'm not some kid her dad can boss around."
"Do you think they will accept you with time?" Tom asked me.
"No, Bro. I don't think they will change," I answered sincerely. "But the right question to ask is, do I think I will accept them with time? And the answer is a big fat 'no'. I want nothing to do with them"
"Your relationship has no future then. Sorry." Tom concluded.
"Well, it was good while it lasted."
I thanked my brother and went back home. I had vented my anger out, and I had a clear mind. It was time to talk with Laura. The old saying that we all have heard 'do not put off until tomorrow what you can do today,' was still valid
I called Laura and we met at her place. When I saw her, I realized she had been crying and I felt really bad for her.
She apologized profusely for what happened. She kept saying we could get past this. I let her talk till she ran out of steam.
"Laura, I like you, but I don't see how we might find a way around what happened. Your parents probably have your wedding already planned, kids' names picked out, future house plans drawn and a prenup written. Sometimes love is not enough."
"Fuck them! I had them on my back most of my life. I live my life the way I want."
"You may live your life like a rebel, Laura, but deep inside you are still looking for your parents' approval. It seems to me that, even when you deny it, your family's opinion is very important to you."
She bit her lip. "I just wanted to share with them how happy I was with you. I thought once they knew you, they'll see you as the great person you are. I never expected they would react the way they did."
"Then you don't know your parents as well as you thought. They are not going to change the way they are, and I'm not going to change the way I am. I'm very different from them. Get-togethers and social meetings will be battlefields."
"Please, believe me, Percy, I'm not like my parents at all," she begged me, her hands together as if she was praying.
"Laura, I'm not going to put you in a position where you have to choose between your family and me. It wouldn't be fair for you."
"For the record, I would choose you a million times. It would be my choice, not yours," she insisted.
"True, but the thing is it wouldn't be fair for me having to put up with people like your parents. They can't see past their own traditions, values, or prejudices. Social class is a very important thing for them. Whether you like it or not, having someone your parents approve of, will dramatically improve your chances of having a good marriage."
"I thought they loved me enough to accept you for who you are and respect my choices. I was really wrong. I never thought they would behave as they did."
"There is something that I don't understand, Laura. If you feel like this about your family, why did you introduce me to them? We were doing great by ourselves."
Then Laura dropped the bomb.
"Percy, there's something I need to talk about with you." She took a deep breath and said, "I did it because I'm pregnant with your baby, and I wanted my parents to meet the father of my child before delivering them the news."
What?!
"You're kidding me, right?"
"No, I'm not," she stated.
Was she sure she was pregnant? Had she tricked me? I wanted to ask her all those things, but I looked into those bright eyes, awash with tears, and I couldn't play twenty questions.

CHAPTER 5: LAURA

Dinner with my parents went horribly wrong. They did and said all the wrong things. I couldn't blame Percy for his reaction. I would have done the same if I were in his position, probably sooner than he did.
One day I woke up and couldn't hold down my breakfast. I moved to the sink to splash water on my face. I paused to take a breath, and calm the sickening sensation of panic that rose from my belly to my chest.
If this wasn't a flu bug or food poisoning, it meant I was actually pregnant. I had missed my period. Sometimes that happens. Different foods, even a change in water might cause the body to get out of its normal rhythm.
I went straight to the pharmacy to buy a pregnancy test.

My knees buckled. The next thing I knew I was sitting on the fuzzy blue bathmat, staring dazed and wide eyed at that plastic white stick. Two lines. Great! I was pregnant and fucked.
No. It couldn't be true. There had to be some mistake. I couldn't possibly be pregnant. Not me.
Panic struck me, my heart hammering. What was I supposed to do? How was I supposed to feel? Thoughts clamored in my head, swirling around, trying to make themselves heard. I'd never been against having kids, but at the same time, the thought of having one right now terrified me.
Have you ever done something you wish you could undo? What am I saying? Of course, you have. Everyone has regrets.
By the time I collected myself and emerged from the bathroom, I knew that I had to tell Percy. I had to tell my parents too. I knew they would want to meet my baby's father so I decided to kill two birds with one stone, and asked Percy to meet me at my parents' house. I wanted to show them my baby had a father, and he was a good man.
How stupid of me! I should have known my family better to anticipate how they would react to the news. Stupid! Stupid! Stupid! I had been avoiding my parents for so long, that I let my guard down.
I know I should have told Percy about my pregnancy, before asking him to meet me at my parents' place. I know I should have warned him about my snob parents. However, at the moment, the idea of dropping the news at the same time sounded really appealing.
Why did I ambush Percy? You know why. I do too. I was afraid. Terrified actually. Because I knew what was going to happen when my parents knew I was pregnant and not married.
"I beg your pardon?" Percy's eyebrows lifted and he leaned back in his chair. He was momentarily speechless, and his jaw dropped open in shock.
"I'm pregnant," I repeated. I gave him a few seconds to digest my words before I continued. "I took a test."
He stared at me with those spellbinding blue eyes. "I thought you were on the pill."
"I was," I explained. "I don't know what happened. I didn't forget to take any."
He frowned at me. "You must have. You were careless and forgot."
"It doesn't matter if I forgot to take the pill," I said, "even when I didn't. All we can do is face the music. We have to decide how we're going to handle this."
Percy sank back into his chair. "Are you sure? Could the test be wrong?" he asked me. "Maybe you should go to the doctor to get it confirmed."
I shook my head. "A positive test result is over ninety-five percent accurate. I'm pregnant, Percy."
"Maybe you wanted this," he said.
"Of course not!" I argued. Rage, hot and brisk, flooded my bloodstream. "How can you think I got pregnant on purpose? I'm not that kind of woman! We were just getting to know each other. I like you, but not that much."
"I still don't believe it. How can this be happening now?"
I shook my head. "I don't know."
"Actually I hate you." I wanted to say that and more, because I blamed him for everything, for the inconceivable magnitude of my disgrace. For the destruction and collapse of my world that was so good for me. Before meeting him, I had a great life, but I threw it all away for the dream of being in a relationship.
I couldn't imagine that it could happen to me. I was smart. I was careful. I had a great future ahead of me.
Percy pulled me in for a long and tight hug. "Nervous?"
"Of course. Terrified, actually. You?"
Percy just nodded, but he smiled at me and said, "Everything is going to be okay."
"So what are we going to do?" I asked.
There were a few minutes of absolute silence. Percy was deep in thought looking out the window. I had a pretty good idea of how he was feeling. He was probably in shock. That's how you feel when your whole life is turned upside down.
My head was whirling around. So many options. None of them sounded that great.
"I could get an abortion. The procedure would be simple and quick at this stage," I offered. I didn't want to get an abortion, I didn't even like the sound of it. I just wanted to test how Percy would react.
Percy looked at me with murderous eyes. "It's your body and, of course, your choice. But if I were in your place, I wouldn't like to live my life knowing that I killed my first baby. I'd never forgive myself."
I gulped hard and nodded. "We think the same way. I didn't give abortion serious consideration. Just stating it is an option."
"I'd never ask you to do something like that," Percy looked straight into my eyes.
My respect for him grew leaps and bounds. I offered him an easy way out of the situation and he didn't take it. I truly liked him, and I wanted our relationship to keep going.
Percy reached for my hand, and I let him. I needed all the moral support I could get.
"I could have the baby and give it up for adoption," I said, thinking aloud. The idea was appealing to a certain degree. I imagined a happy little child, growing up as the doted-upon only child of a loving, formerly childless family so blessed to get it. And they would tell our baby that his parents gave him up because they wanted the best for him.
"There are plenty of families that are ready and want children but can't. Adoption is a wonderful thing, but could you live with that choice?" Percy asked me. "Whatever we decide, we'll have to live with this decision for the rest of our lives."
"We?"
"Legally the father has the same rights to a child as the mother. So I have to give my consent," Percy explained to me.
"Would you give your consent?"
"I might, if this is what you want, but we should have a very long talk about it. Maybe even talk with a counselor. I don't want to rush into a life-changing decision like this."
The choice I gave the least consideration to was getting married. However, it was the next thing out of Percy's mouth.
"Why don't we get married?"

CHAPTER 5: PERCY

"Are you crazy?" Laura blurted out just as quickly as I suggested we should marry.
That surprised me. I thought she would be thrilled to know I was ready to step up.
"Why not? We are good together."
"Percy, answer me this: would you have proposed to me if I weren't pregnant?"
"No, I wouldn't have, it would have been too soon," I reluctantly admitted.
"There's your answer."
"Well, you being pregnant with my child changed everything."
Laura disagreed again. She could be really stubborn.
"We shouldn't get married solely because I'm pregnant. I mean, if this wasn't the plan before then, why is it now? You said it yourself. It would have been too soon.
"We've been together for around six months. Why would my pregnancy change that? Marriage is about the union of two people who love each other, and nothing else should impact on this decision," she explained.
"Laura, we aren't exactly strangers to each other. I like you, I like you a lot. I could easily see myself falling in love with you."
"I like you too, Percy. You're a great guy. You said you could fall for me."
I nodded.
"Let me ask you this, do you love me? Please, be honest "
"Love is a very loaded word, Laura. Maybe I'm not completely there yet. All I know is that I like and I care for you, and I want to be there for you and our baby."
"You can do that without us getting married. I've seen what happens to friends when they divorce, and it wouldn't have been nearly as messy if that slip of paper was not involved and they could have just walked away," she explained.
"We have a child in common; do you really think I would be able to just walk away? The slip of paper can be a nuisance, but it can also be an advantage. Marriage can help a couple's mind stay focused on commitment."
I closed the distance between us, and my eyes met hers. "Laura, are you afraid to make a permanent connection?"
"I am not!"
"Oh yeah? Prove it to me." I tipped her chin to meet mine. "Marry me."
Laura caught a deep breath and held it. "What is your rush to get married? Usually, it's us, girls, who want to get married."
"Because my parents weren't married," I confessed.
"Why weren't they married?" Laura asked me curiously.
"They believed in free love and all that crap. Children were the last thing in their minds. They were together for some years. Then, my father left to travel around the world in search of his inner self, or some hippie crap like that. I was four years old and my brother Tom was two when he left. I have some vague memories of him."
"I'm sorry Percy. I didn't know that. What happened to your mother?"
"My mother was a wild girl, always on a high. One day, she forgot to pick me up at school. When I called her cell phone no one picked up, so I called Carol, my grandmother (my mother's mom). When my mother picked up the phone, I knew something was wrong. My mother was supposed to be on her way to pick me up, not at Grandma's house one hour away. An overwhelming sadness hit me because I realized she was leaving us too."
I made a pause trying to collect myself. Laura held my hand and squeezed it gently.
"Ever since I knew her, my mother went from needing a little self-reflecting vacation to needing to try every guru, drug, or self-help group. She explained to me she needed a break from her 'normal' life and time to reflect and meditate about her goals in life. More hippie/new age crap. I started to cry inside because I was losing her too."
Laura hugged me tight.
"My grandmother came to pick me and took me and my brother to her house. I was ten years old. My mother never returned. I never knew if she is dead or alive. Eventually, my grandma got custody of us. She raised us the best she could."
I looked at her in the eyes.
"Do you understand now why I want to marry you? I don't want our baby to grow up without a father. I want to be there for my son."

CHAPTER 6: LAURA

Percy's story brought tears to my eyes. I held him tight for a long while. He finally collected himself. It was late and we both needed to do some serious thinking about our situation. His story helped me to understand his reasons. I knew he was never going to give up on our child.
I think I was crazy for not saying yes immediately to his proposal. I can't explain why I said no. The triumph of reason over heart I guess.
Suddenly, we were alone, and as his mouth sealed over mine, our tongues gloriously glided together. We both needed to cheer up. It had been a long and frustrating day. His frenzied hands gentled long enough to lower me to the couch. My bed was mere feet away, but we hadn't had the time nor the desire to make it that far.
His hard body covered mine, his hips falling between my open legs.
Then my shirt was off in a matter of seconds, and my skirt quickly followed.
His finger curled in the top of my bra, tugging it down before taking my nipple between his lips. His warm tongue swirled and his teeth nipped, shooting sparks that rivaled any orgasm I'd ever had straight to my clit.
"Percy," I moaned, arching my back and pressing more of my breast into his mouth.
He growled, the vibrations coaxing me closer to the edge. His hair was too short to thread my fingers through, so I palmed the back of his head, holding him as though he were attempting to get away. He absolutely wasn't.
I lifted my hips when I felt the tips of his fingers start their descent down my stomach.
Our groans harmonized as he dipped his fingers between my legs and pressed in just enough to taunt me.
"Please," I begged.
His head popped up to catch my gaze. "Given any more thought to that proposal?" he asked with a wicked smile.
"Bastard," I told him, spreading my legs wide.
"I know," he whispered, holding my gaze as he slid two fingers inside me.
I writhed, driving myself down, unable to get close enough.
I needed more. I wasn't talking about sex. I wanted more of him, more of his soul and his gentle heart.
His hand worked me, pumping in and out, taking me closer and closer to the edge.
"Percy , I..."
"Shh... It's okay, baby. My offer is on the table. Whenever you're ready, I'll be here. All you have to do is say yes." He dropped his thumb to my clit and skillfully circled.
As an orgasm so strong that I feared I'd never been able to recover rippled through me, I realized I was absolutely ready for anything and everything as long as it was with him.
I finally felt at peace with my situation.
And I made my decision.

CHAPTER 7: LAURA

The next day, we had breakfast together and Percy went to work. He told me we'd talk more later.
I went to see a doctor. The results confirmed I was almost five weeks pregnant. I couldn't tell what emotion was the strongest for me. I didn't know if was terror, disbelief, or happiness.
It was time to face my parents and deliver the good news. I was dreading how they would react to my pregnancy, given my parent's view on legitimate and illegitimate ways of having children.
While I was driving to their place, I tried to find the right words to tell them about the baby.
What about this? 'Mom... Dad... I'm pregnant, and the father is the man you despised last night.'
Maybe like this? 'Good news! Remember you always wanted a grandchild? Guess what? I'm pregnant. You hated the father, but you'll get over it."
Or, maybe I could just say: 'Guess what? I'm fucked and pregnant.'
I rested my hand on my stomach and rubbed my thumb back and forth. "We are going to be okay," I whispered to my tummy.
Of course, things rarely work as you planned them. As soon as my mother let me in she started lashing me out.
"Laura, how dare you bring that man into our house?" my mother blurted out. "You can't be serious about him."
"I thought you'd both like to know the father of my baby," I blurted out.



Smooth, wasn't it?
Both of my parents stared at me with their mouths opened, probably in shock.
My mother recovered first, her reaction was an irate scream.
"How could you do this to me!"
It wasn't posed as a question, but I was prepared to answer it.
"Of course, you think everything is about you, Mother! Have you ever thought about someone else except yourself?"
My mother looked at me as if I had gone crazy. She opened her mouth to say something, but then changed her mind and looked at my father.
"I can't believe it! I just can't believe it! Harold, say something! Are you going to let your daughter talk to me like that?"
She looked at Dad as if she actually expected him to fix it. "You say sorry to your mother immediately, Laura."
"I didn't do or say anything wrong. She is the one who should apologize to me," I looked at my father, defying him to say otherwise.
"How could you be so careless, Laura? You're 27 years old! Stop acting like a rebellious teenager," my father finally sighed. "What a mess!"
"Percy asked me to marry him," I told them.
My father nodded, Mom looked, if possible, even more distressed.
"You can't mean to marry this... guy," she said 'guy' with disgust. Somehow she made it sound like 'shit'. "It's bad enough that he got you into this situation. It would be stupid to compound the mistake by tying yourself to this... this low-class bad seed. This guy is not good for you, you need to get rid of him!"
She looked at my father again, and told him, "Harold, call our lawyer. Offer him more money, and a confidentiality agreement, of course."
I looked at my parents, "I haven't known my boyfriend for long, but I do know for certain that when Percy does something, he does it wholeheartedly. The other thing I know is that I am pregnant and Percy is the father. If any of you think I'm going to stand here and let you pay him off so that your grandchild grows up without his or her father, you've got another thing coming."
Mom did not attempt to hide her contempt. "I didn't raise you to make these kinds of mistakes! What are the Hamiltons going to think about us?"
"You didn't raise me at all, mother. Nana Francine did. And fuck the Hamiltons and their arrogant asses too!"
Mother's eyes widened, and her face grew red. For a moment, I thought she was going to have a heart attack. Then she started pacing back and forth, cursing me and my boyfriend.
"Percy is not low-class and he's not a bad seed," I declared. "He is a kind, generous, caring person. Any woman would be proud to call him her husband and give birth to his baby. And I-I love him."
The words came out of my mouth before I realized I was saying them. I stood there, in surprise, taking all the venomous anger my mother could dish out. And I knew from long experience that when provoked, Nadine Lane could really dish it out.
"Of course you think you love him," Mom said with disgust. "You're thinking with your vagina, Laura. "Girls always fall in love with the wrong guys. It's part and parcel of rebellion. But I will not allow you to ruin your life by getting married to him and having his baby."
"I don't know how you will stop us," I said. "I won't get an abortion and I won't give my baby away."
"Listen to me. We'll send you to the best home for unwed mothers money can buy. Preferably in Europe. We'll tell people you got a job overseas. You'll give the baby up to a nice childless couple, and come home to get on with your life as if nothing happened."
I crossed my arms and shot daggers at her.
"No, I won't. Your days of ruling my life are over. Percy and I are going to get married," I told my parents. "We are going to be a family and we're going to make it work. I don't care if you like it or not."
My mother was hysterical now.
"Getting married? Are you crazy? Harold! What are the people at church going to think? What will they think of how we raised her?"
My mother's reaction didn't surprise me. Our family was the wealthiest in their church and the neighborhood. It was draining being in the spotlight at all times. Knowing that all of high society was watching your every move, just waiting for you to falter.
"How thoughtless of me not to think about you and your church group when I got pregnant by accident, mother! I should have told Percy's swimmers, 'don't you dare to get me pregnant because people at my mother's church are not going to like it!'"
"Laura Lane, I will never forgive you for this!"
I opened my mouth to say something back, but I let out a cry instead. A soaring pain erupted suddenly in my belly. It was so sharp, for a moment it took my breath away. Just as swiftly, that terrible, spiking pain went and I was able to sit up gingerly. Black spots sprang up in my vision and nausea hit me, the back of my throat flooding with sour saliva.
What was wrong with me?
My mother kept cussing and sputtering, but I wasn't listening to her anymore. My dad realized something was wrong, very wrong.
"Nadine, could you please shut up!" he said in a firm tone. "Laura, are you okay?".
I held my father's hand, trying to breathe slowly and deeply. "No, daddy. Something's wrong. Take me to the hospital."
"Nadine, call 911. Quick!"
Again, that terrible pain gripped me but this time it was worse. It made me double over, taking my breath away, preventing me from crying out, so only an animalistic whimper made its way out of me.
Those spots in my vision seemed to grow suddenly and I wondered for a nanosecond if I would blackout, but the pain rushed in again with a vengeance, and this time I uttered a single, low guttural howl.
"Laura?" My Dad was holding me in his arms. "Stay with me! Help is on its way."
I didn't have enough wherewithal to answer. I knew what was happening and moments later I confirmed it. Blood. It was pouring out of me, pooling on the Persian carpet of the living room floor. It was not like menstrual blood, typically dark crimson. This was bright red, like if you cut your own hand or arm with a knife when slicing bread. Lifeblood.
"Oh God, Laura. Laura!" My father was shouting, pleading, but his voice seemed so far away. There were more shouts and I heard people who came running.
All I could concentrate on was the blackness that threatened to invade me.
"You'll be okay, baby. You'll be okay." And I wondered why he would say that because it was obvious I was losing the baby.
Then I passed out.

CHAPTER 8: PERCY

I didn't hear from Laura the next day. I went to her apartment but no one answered the doorbell. I decided to give her some space. I texted her to contact me whenever she was ready to talk about our future. No answer.
The next day I texted her. Again I got no answer. Then called and it went straight to voicemail, I left a message. Still no reply.
I called Amanda and asked her if she had any news from Laura. She told me she hadn't heard from her in a while. Her texts and calls got the same result as mine.
I kept sending increasingly frantic texts but after getting no replies I went to her parents' home.
Laura's parents weren't there. The guy who opened the door didn't know or didn't want to tell me anything about Laura or what was going on. At that point, I started to panic, thinking her parents had kidnapped her and taken her to Europe.
The next day I got a text from Laura. "Don't try to contact me. I hate you! I don't want to see you anymore. I don't want to hear from you. I don't want to ever, ever talk to you again! I'll get a restriction order if necessary. Whatever you need, contact the family lawyer."
The text ended with the name and address of a legal firm.
It felt like being part of a Twilight Zone episode.
I went to her parents' home again, but the doorman refused to let me in and told me that if I kept bothering them or Laura they were going to call the police.
I decided to see a lawyer and explained to him the situation.
"It doesn't make sense. She's not like this. We were good. We were talking about it."
"Hormones can scramble a pregnant girl's brain pretty badly. Give her some time, maybe she'll come around," the lawyer explained to me.
"I want to be there for her and my baby."
"That's great, Mr. Wittmore, and speaks volumes of you as a person, but if she doesn't want you around there is very little you can do.
"You won't like this, but it's true and sometimes the truth hurts. If your girlfriend doesn't want to see you and her family has money, she's probably in another country now."
I panicked. "Is there anything I can do?"
"If she decided to get an abortion, you can't do anything."
"Laura didn't want an abortion."
"Maybe she changed her mind. Maybe her family made her change her mind."
I knew Laura would never kill our baby. Or would she? I thought she would never walk away from me as she did, however, she did. Did I know her at all? Was she some kind of mental case?
"What happens if she decided to keep the baby?"
"Well, if she wants to give the baby up for adoption, she needs your consent. Of course, she could say she's unsure of who the biological father is, where he is, or how to reach him. In that case, the father will be listed as 'unknown' on the birth certificate. If she delivers the baby in Europe, for example, you'll never know. There are many ways to trick the law when you have money."
"Basically, you are telling me that I'm fucked."
"I'm afraid so. Traditionally, mothers retain most of the decision-making rights regarding an unborn child. I can contact her lawyer and offer him money to contribute to the cost of prenatal health care, but I'm pretty sure he'll refuse. The law generally views the right to make health care decisions as an individual right, so there is not much we can do.
"When or if the baby is born, and it's a big 'if' considering she might have changed her mind about getting an abortion, we can petition the court so you can have parental rights and you'll be granted visitation, once we get a paternity test."
I shook my head, "It doesn't sound like her. This whole situation doesn't make sense. She wasn't like this. She doesn't even like her parents."
"Blood is thicker than water, Mr. Wittmore. If you were in her situation, would you choose a guy you just dated for a few months or your own family? My legal advice is that you should move on. Fighting your girlfriend and her family will cost you a lot of money and, in the end, none of these things will make your girlfriend change her feelings towards you."

CHAPTER 9: LAURA

Ectopic pregnancy, the doctor said. He explained it happens when a fertilized egg tries to develop outside the womb, in the fallopian tube.
They'd had to take my tube. They told me later I'd been very lucky, but I didn't feel lucky. In the hospital, I regarded the small scar next to my bellybutton. I wondered what it would do to my chances of having a baby when I wanted one and then marveled at the turnaround of my mind in less than twenty-four hours.
The doctor explained the most women who have had an ectopic pregnancy will be able to get pregnant again, even if they've had a fallopian tube removed.
There was a part of me that felt relieved the situation had been taken out of my hands. But curiously, at the same time, I felt horribly cheated. It had been my choice to make, yet before I could decide, it had been snatched from my hands.
They kept me in the hospital for a few days, for observations. I didn't want any visitors. Luckily my mother wanted the same thing, but for different reasons. The first words I heard from her when I woke up were, "Thank God, this nightmare is over."
I'm sure you've realized by now, that my mother wasn't exactly a caring and nurturing kind of person.
"Mother, where is my phone? I need to contact Percy. He must be crazy looking for me," my voice was hoarse, it rasped in my throat. "I need to tell him what happened."
"He didn't want to visit you. He didn't care for you," my mother said. She didn't meet my eyes.
"Please, mother. The last thing I need is you lying to me. I know Percy and he's not like that. What did you do?"
"I didn't do anything but look out for your well-being." She raised her chin in defiance.
"I seriously doubt it. Your idea of my wellbeing doesn't match mine. Give me my phone, Mother. I don't have the strength to fight you off anymore. As soon as I recover, I'll be out of your life for good. Now, for the last time, give me my fucking phone." I emphasized every word of the last sentence.
My mother took my phone out of her purse and threw it at my side.
"Suit yourself. Ruin your life if you want."
I turned it on and went through my messages. There were a lot of text messages from Percy. Also voice mails. Only one text message had been sent from my phone to Percy. After I read it, I almost fainted.
"What have you done, mother? Are you really so insensitive? So self-centered' So selfish?" I exclaimed in tears.
She tried to play dumb, "What are you talking about?"
"Can you explain this message, mother? Because I'm pretty sure I didn't send it."
"Oh, that message. I did what I thought was best."
"Best for me or best for you? Do you think about anyone else apart from yourself?"
"How dare you talk to me like that?" That's all she had to say, whatever.
Enough was enough.
"Stop it! Don't say another word! This is typical of you. I don't need your drama draining whatever strength I have left. Please, mother, leave the room, leave the hospital, leave my life, I beg you. I have no strength to deal with you anymore. Don't bother to come back."
My mother left the room without a backward glance. I was tired and I felt like I was going to crumble into despair at any minute.
I called Percy immediately.
He answered at the second ring.
"What do you want from me, Laura?" he asked with a voice full of anger. "You must need something from me because you didn't bother to answer any of my messages, and your family threatened me with a restraining order if I kept bothering you."
I swallowed hard, I barely had the strength to deal with this, but I needed to do it before crumbling down. He was furious and rightly so.
"Percy, listen to me, please! I didn't write that text. My mother did. I'm at the hospital. I had a miscarriage some days ago. I had surgery and I was sedated. Could you please come in? I need you right now," I pleaded. Then I started to cry.
There was silence at the other end of the line and I thought that maybe he had hung up.
"Which hospital?" he finally said.
I texted him the information. I cried the whole time till he entered my room.
Percy sat at my side and held my hand while I explained to him what had happened in detail. I had to stop several times because I felt the urge to cry my heart out. The doctor explained to Percy about the miscarriage and answered his questions. He did his best to stay strong for me, but I could see he was crushed by the news too.
"I could have died, you know," I said.
Percy averted his gaze from mine as if he couldn't handle what I was saying. "I was worried about you. I did everything trying to find you," he muttered.
"Yeah, my mother messed up bad this time," I shook my head.
"How do you feel, Laura?" he asked me.
"How do you think I feel? I'm sad and angry and depressed, my whole life is turned upside down and I have no idea what I'm going to do with it," I said very quietly.
"Sorry, stupid question," he murmured. "I'm here for you, Laura. Whatever you need I'm your first and your last call."
"Thank you, Percy. I truly appreciate it," I said squeezing his hand.
"What do we do now, Laura?" he asked me.
Right to the meat of the problem.
"I don't know. I honestly don't know." I could hear my voice falter and break. I took a deep breath. "I need time to think about what happened, about what I want to do from now on. In the last few days I feel like I have been on an emotional roller coaster. I feel so tired of it all. A psychiatrist visited me and we talked for a while. She gave me some pills to deal with anxiety and depression. She also said I need to 'elaborate' what happened. Which is a fancy word to say I need to have my head screwed on straight."
"I don't think being around your family is going to do you any good, Laura."
I looked at him feeling extremely sad.
"I'm well aware of that, trust me. I'm done with my family, especially with my mother. One day I'll be able to settle things straight with her for what she did, but right now I don't have enough strength left. I'm tired, Percy. I'm really tired... of everything."
"Move in with me. I'll take care of you. You don't have to be alone," he offered, squeezing my hand.
Gosh, this guy was really sweet.
"Percy, that won't help either. I need time for myself. I need to be alone to collect myself. I need to cry my heart out," I gulped hard. An idea started taking shape in my head "I need a change of scenery. A change of place. This city is too crowded with memories. Besides my parents live here and I don't want anything to do with them."
I could see the disappointment in his face, so I quickly added.
"I promise I'll call you when I feel better."
I thought he was going to insist, but instead, he squeezed my hand, gave me a soft smile, and said, "Don't worry, Laura, I get it. Whatever you need. Just remember I'm here for you. If you need anything or want to talk..." his voice trailed off. I could see he was in pain too.
I gave him a careful hug, "I know. Thank you for being here."
"It'll all work out."
"How can you be so sure?" I ask him.
"I'm not. Wishful thinking."
"Life isn't a sure thing. Nothing is."
Visiting hours ended and Percy left. I felt overwhelmingly sad. I was completely drained, physically, and emotionally, due to the loss of blood and fluctuating hormones. I had only been pregnant for a short while, but I had been already brainstorming names. I had googled 'five weeks pregnant' and discovered my baby was the size of a poppy seed. At that time, I had placed my hand on my stomach and greeted, "Hello, Poppy."
I placed my hand on my tummy and whispered, "Goodbye, Poppy."
And I started to cry.

CHAPTER 10: PERCY

The first days I was in shock. I felt numb. I had a great girlfriend. I treated her with love and affection, was always there for her, cared for her. Then she told me she was pregnant, and I started to imagine a future together as a family.
And then all of the sudden I was alone again. I had no girlfriend and I had lost a baby.
It was nerve-wracking.
However, my pain didn't enter anyone's mind. Even when I told Joe and Amanda what had happened the first words that came of their mouths were "Poor Laura." My brother, Tom and Grandma said something along those lines too.
Amanda tried to reach Laura but her calls went straight to voicemail.
So I gave Laura distance and time. Grandma said that if our love was real it will find a way. So I continued with my life, without her.
Days turned into weeks. And weeks turned into months. I didn't hear anything from Laura. Not even a text saying 'I miss you'. I almost texted her a dozen times, but I keep waiting for her to take the first step. Every day I thought about calling her but decided it was better to give her space.
Three months later, I started feeling she had moved on with her life and wrote me off along with the whole experience. I hadn't been with anyone since she left. Should I move on too? Should I keep waiting for her?
The truth was I felt lonely, very lonely. It was really weird. I'd been single for a long time and I had never felt alone. Now, I felt this sad emptiness without her.
Then, one day, while I was going through my morning routine, my phone rang.



"Hello?"
"Hello, am I talking with Percy?" a woman's voice asked.
"Yes, Percy Wittmore speaking. Who's calling, please?"
"You don't know me, Percy. I'm Molly Carter. I'm Laura's aunt."
That piece of information obviously caught my attention. My heart started racing.
"What can I do for you, Mrs. Carter?"
"It's Ms. Carter, but please, call me Molly."
"You have my full attention, Molly."
"Look, Percy, I'm not sure how much you know about Laura's situation... about what happened to her..."
"Let me tell you what I know. She got pregnant with my baby. We were talking about our options, I offered her to marry me. Then she had a miscarriage. I visited her at the hospital, and she told me she needed time for herself, and disappeared from the face of the Earth. Is Laura okay?"
"Yes, Percy, Laura is okay, at least physically. She has been living with me. We are in a small town called Middletown. My sister Joan, Laura's mother, and I grew up here."
I'd have never imagined Laura's mother was born in a small town. I got the impression that Nadine and Molly Carter were very different from each other. Molly sounded like a down-to-earth person, talking with her felt like a breath of fresh air.
"How is Laura really doing, Molly?"
"I won't lie to you, Percy. She's not good. She has been depressed since she came here."
"How did you find me? Did she ask you to call me?"
"Oh, no! She doesn't know I'm calling you. But she talks a lot about you."
"She does?"
"Oh yes! One day, while she was resting I went through her contacts list and found your name, God forbid me. Please, Percy, don't think I'm the kind of woman who likes to pry into other people's business, but Laura has been feeling so low and miserable, so depressed... I don't know what else to do..."
It took me just a second to make up my mind.
"Do you think Laura would be happy to see me?" I asked. "She never called me."
"That's because my niece is an idiot, Percy." I decided I really liked Aunt Molly. "She hasn't given up on you. When she gets depressed she talks a lot about you. She says you probably forgot her and moved on with your life."
There was a short silence, and then Molly asked with a hint of concern in her voice, "Have you given up on her, Percy? Have you moved on?"
"I haven't, Molly. As a matter of fact, I miss her. I've been waiting for her call all this time."
"That's great news, my sweet boy, great news!" I could hear the emotion in her voice.
"Molly, tell me exactly how to reach Middletown. I'll be there as soon as I can."
"Thank you, Percy. I truly appreciate it."
Later that day, Molly sent me several photos of a map full of handwritten indications.
It took me some days to talk with my foreman, my crew, and make sure they could take care of all our current projects. I had no idea how long I was going to be out of the city and I wanted to be sure they could take care of everything.
Amanda and Joe wished me good luck and asked me to keep them updated about Laura. My brother, Tom wished me the best too. I had already told him the whole story and he was glad that I was finally doing something instead of moping around.
The drive to Middletown appeared to be a pleasant tour on the maps Molly sent me. In reality, it took ten hours, the last one over some lonely back road. I nearly ran over a skunk, two opossums, a raccoon, and what I hoped was a dog, but had a sneaking suspicion it was a very large and well-fed wolf.
Finally, a sign popped up at the side of the road. Squinting against the descending sun, I could just make out the faded letters: "Welcome to Middletown."
Then, the town seemed to appear out of nowhere, popping magically in front of my eyes. A beautiful valley surrounded by snow-capped mountains and woods. There was a lake not far from the town. I slowed down my car and headed to the gas station.
A young man approached me wiping his hand with a piece of cloth, "Good evening, sir. Gas?"
"Fill up the tank, please."
"You don't look like a tourist, a camper, or a backpacker," the man said as he took a hose, took off the gas cap, and started filling the tank. "We don't get many visitors round here. Are you lost? Need a map?"
"Uh... Not really. I'm wondering if you can direct me to the inn."
"The inn?" he repeated scratching his butt.
"Molly's place?"
"Oh, yes! It's just a couple of blocks from here. Only bed-and-breakfast in town."
I thanked him, paid for the gas, and drove to the inn.
Aunt Molly's inn clearly needed repairs. The wooden porch creaked as my boots stepped onto it. One of the supports for the porch was buckling and I was surprised that it had not fallen after being like that for what seemed years. A worn-out wooden sign hung over the door. It read 'White Fairypoppy Inn'.
I felt the exact opposite of confident as I walked to the door.

CHAPTER 11: LAURA

I'd cried myself to sleep every night since I got to Aunt Molly's place. She is my mother's sister. Mom and Aunt Molly couldn't be more different. Molly was a very affectionate, nurturing, and supportive person. She made me feel welcomed from the moment I got to Middletown. She hugged me really, really tight. At that moment, I knew I had made the right choice coming here. This was the kind of nurturing affection that my heart needed and deserved.
A few days after my arrival, the loss of my baby finally started to feel concrete, like it did happen. Time slowed down. In fact, I think it ceased to exist for me. I sat alone, waiting for something to wake me up, to change this hollow feeling. It was all too heavy, too much to handle.
I asked my aunt not to tell anyone, especially my mother and father that I was staying with her.
"Don't worry. I get a card from her on my birthday and at Christmas and that's it."
I just shook my head.
Of course, my parents could hire a P.I. if they wanted to find me. However, I suspected they were relieved not having me around.
Some weeks later, I started helping my aunt with the inn work. I did small chores like cleaning and placing clean sheets on the bed in a vacated room. I went to bed exhausted each evening. I closed my eyes tight and forced myself to think of anything but what had happened. The mornings usually came much too soon.
Finally, I asked Aunt Molly to work as a receptionist. I was responsible for greeting guests as they arrived at the inn and checking them in and out. It was better than lying in bed all day feeling miserable and crying every night wondering if I would ever feel normal again. The pills the psychiatrist gave me helped me to cope with my situation. Even so, I was still feeling down and cried a lot, usually at night.
The inn was decorated with lots of lovely objects. Aunt Molly had traveled all around the world collecting things, and most of the objects she had collected were exposed. There were jade statues and ebony cabinets from Japan, sculptures of gods from Ancient Peru, and brightly colored vases and plates from Turkey. I loved them all.
One night, I told Aunt Molly the whole story from the beginning. We both cried a lot. Being able to get what happened off my chest and cry my heart out helped me to cope with my depression. I felt less alone.
I looked out the window and sighed. It had been raining for three days straight and it had finally stopped. I was depressed. Not in the 'I'm going to go do something drastic to myself' sense, but more in the 'I still have no idea what I'm going to do with my empty life'.
As long as I didn't think about the past, it didn't hurt. But, some days I couldn't help it.
I was already in bed, when Aunt Molly knocked on my door, taking my mind out of my thoughts
"Come on in," I invited.
She entered my room. "Laura! You'll never guess who's here." She was so excited that she was bouncing on her feet.
I didn't need to guess. Percy was standing behind her.
He appeared in the door frame and looked at me as if he had seen me for the first time. He didn't have it in him to look sheepish. But his face was doing its best. "Hello, Laura. Surprise?"
I wanted to say a lot but I didn't. When I regained my power of speech, there was only one word available in my brain, "Percy."
He was really here. Somehow he found me. My heart thumped in my chest. He smiled at me.
I had a thousand questions, the most pressing being why he was here. The answer was kind of obvious. Aunt Molly, of course. She had called him.
"What are you doing here?" I asked a little louder than I had planned.
Percy looked as if I'd hit him in the face. I immediately regretted my words.
"Laura! Check your attitude, child. This poor man drove all the way here just to see you."
She was right, of course.
"I'm sorry, Percy. I didn't mean it in a bad way. I'm just didn't expect to see you here. You surprised me."
So much had happened since the last time we were together.
"I understand, Laura. Don't worry, I didn't come here to propose," Percy smiled at me again, and a sound between a laugh and a sob came out from my mouth.
"Could you stop staring at me like I have a bug on my nose and give me a hug?" He opened his arms, and I ran to him with my arms trembling. He welcomed me into his chest and squeezed me gently. It had been too long. Too long without him.
"I missed you," Percy whispered, echoing my thoughts.
"I missed you too," I could feel the tears filling up my eyes.
I knew today would be different. For the first time in months, I felt hope.
Whatever crackled and sizzled between us was so palpable that Aunt Molly started to cry happy tears.
"See, Percy? I told you she would be happy to see you," Aunt Molly said wiping the tears from her eyes. Then she asked, "Are you hungry, dear?"
"Like a wolf," he admitted.
During dinner, Percy talked about his work as a contractor. He suggested to Aunt Molly certain repairs and a few improvements for the inn.
Aunt Molly was delighted with his suggestions and gave Percy the green light to start with the renovations. I thought she was thrilled with the prospect of Percy staying in town.
After dinner, Aunt Molly gave us some time alone. I fixed us two mugs of hot chocolate.
"Which are your plans, Percy?" I asked him.
"I have one plan: You. I'm going to stay here as long as you need me. I don't have a time limit. I left people I trust in charge of my business."
Tears welled in my eyes.
"Why? Why would you do something like that?"
"When you told me you had a miscarriage it destroyed me. I can't even imagine what you're going through, Laura. I want to be here for you. I need to be here for you. We are in the same boat. We both lost our baby."
"You have no idea how often I lay awake in bed, all hours of the night, just praying you'd come to me." I slowly lifted my gaze to his.
"I understand where you're coming from. I was sad without you. I used to watch my phone every five minutes, waiting for a text or a call from you."
"Really?" I whispered, a sob catching in my throat.
"I couldn't stand knowing that you were feeling bad and I couldn't fix it."
"I'm sorry. I should have called you."
"You did what was best for you, Laura. Sometimes we don't do what we want, but what we can."
I nodded. I knew exactly what he meant.

CHAPTER 12: PERCY

A few weeks passed, I started the inn renovations. Laura's mood improved day by day.
"I'm planning to paint downstairs this week, so there'll be plenty more flooring to keep us busy over the weekend," I explained to Molly, keeping my voice casual. I saw the pride in Laura's eyes as I talked.
Usually, Laura spent most of her time helping Molly with the inn, but she did some jobs for me like painting a new sign for the inn.
"Can I help you with anything?" Laura asked me one day.
"Of course you can." I smiled at her.
The thought of working side by side with her made the job of renovating the inn suddenly seem a little less like labor and more like fun.
"Great, just show me what to do and I'll help all I can," Laura said, I was surprised by her eagerness. She gave me a quick kiss on the cheek.
"I will."
Then Aunt Molly said, "Percy, I hope you don't mind but I was talking with the Mayor about you and the great work you are doing here at the inn. Simon, I mean the Mayor, is an old friend of mine, we went to high school together."
Molly had the habit of fiddling with her hands when she was nervous. She was in her late forties, and she was lovely to behold. She had a slim waist that accentuated her generous curves. Her hair was a pale blonde, and she kept it short. The family resemblance with Laura was evident, especially in the eyes.
"Go on, Molly."
"Well, when the Mayor asked me about you, I told him you were a contractor, he immediately expressed interest in you. You see, he wants to renovate the historic town square and the courthouse clock. It went up in flames after being struck by lightning some years ago."
"Did he schedule an appointment for me?"
Molly laughed, "Just ask for him in the town hall. He's expecting you."
I had to go to the town center for supplies, so I decided to visit the Mayor. I needed several items in order to get all the floors, walls, and ceilings repaired and painted. Good thing I had brought the truck and some of my tools with me.
Mayor Simon Thompson was a man in his forties. He seemed pleased to meet me.
"Mr. Mayor," I greeted him shaking the hand he extended.
"Please call me Simon, Percy," he said with a smile.
He offered me a chair in front of him, put a check on his desk, and pushed it across with one long finger. I took the check, counted the zeros, and then looked back at the Mayor.
"I'll go straight to the point, Percy. Middletown needs people like you. Molly vouched for you, and I'm sure you're going to do a great job. She sent me some pictures of the work you are doing at the inn. That old building looks great. I think she explained to you we want to renovate the town's square and repair the clock tower. I have big plans for our town. I plan to upgrade the schools, loan to new businesses, and assist some of the old ones. Most of the young people here want to move to the big city. I want to revitalize our rural community and give them some reason to stay. We need fresh blood, like you in our community."
I liked him, he wasn't bad for a politician.
"It'll be my pleasure to help, Mr. Mayor... sorry, Simon."
I stood up and shook the Mayor's hand again. He was even kind enough to walk me to the door.
"Thank you, Mayor. I'll do my best not to disappoint you."
I took a look at the clock and I knew I was going to need a welder to repair some of the metal pieces.
While I was getting some wood planks I made a conversation with a young man called Red Harding. He was a redhead so his nickname made sense. He was renovating an old restaurant in front of the square. When he knew I was a contractor, he asked me if I could take a look at his place and offer him some advice.
"What a fine old building! It has good bones," I exclaimed as I looked around. "They don't build them like this anymore."
"Thank you, Percy. I'm going to need some help with the electrical work and the plumbing."
"No problem, I'm staying at the inn. Here's my card, just give me a call." Red took it and put it in his wallet.
As I walked back to my truck, I saw a woman placing a poster on the church notice board. It was a flyer for a peer-led support group for people who had lost a child. The name of the group was at the top, in big black letters: 'Empty Arms'.
The woman finished placing the pins and turned around, finally seeing me.
"Hi, I'm Martha," she looked sad despite the smile on her face. "Do you know someone who has lost a child?"
I nodded. "I do. She had a miscarriage."
The lady offered me a flyer and said, "A loss is a loss, no matter how much time you have your baby with you. I have lost a child too. She died at three months of age from SIDS," she explained to me. She placed a hand on my arms, "Why don't you and your wife come to the next meeting? It's this Thursday at 7 PM."
I didn't bother to correct her. "I'll talk with her about it. Thanks for the invitation."

CHAPTER 13: LAURA

When Percy arrived back at the inn, I introduced him to our new guest, a tall Italian guy named Antonio Marino.
The guy shook Percy's hand, and asked him, "Please, call me Tony."
I liked Tony immediately. He had a sincere smile on his face and honest eyes. He was one of those persons who make you feel comfortable when you're talking to them.
"Mr. Marino is a chef, Percy. He offered to help us in the kitchen," I explained Percy unable to hide the excitement in my voice. "He's looking for a job."
"A chef? What a coincidence! I was helping a guy, who is remodeling an old building in front of the town's square. He's planning to open a restaurant," Percy exclaimed
Tony was delighted with the news and asked Percy directions on how to reach the building.
When he left, Percy showed me a flyer. As soon as I read the title I knew what the group was about. I stood there not knowing what to say. I knew I needed help, but on the other hand, I refused to talk about my miscarriage. Talking about it made it real.
"What do you think?" Percy finally asked me, while he eyed me, trying to gauge my reaction.
When I finally spoke, I looked at him and asked, "Do you think I should go?"
"I think it might help. I want us to go together. What do you think?"
I gave him a soft smile. "We can give it a try. Together."
Next Thursday we entered the church, through a set of double doors. The temple was much like the rest of the town, old but warm and cozy. All wood and natural light, with pews running up to the altar.
A woman named Martha waved us over and guided us to the basement. There was a ring of folding chairs. Four other women were talking among themselves. I was the only one who had come with my... friend? Boyfriend? Partner? Boy! I guess it was too late now to settle what kind of relationship we were in.
Percy smiled at me and squeezed my hand. Whatever relationship we had, I felt lucky to have him at my side.
Initially, I didn't know what to expect, and I was scared of walking into a room with a group of women grieving about the loss of their babies. Despite the sad subject that had us all gathered there, there was a physical sense of both resolve and hope in the room.
We sat down and, after filling our information on a clipboard. A woman asked Percy, "We feel honored to have a male among us. Are you her husband?"
"He is the baby's father, but we are not married," I hurried to say, answering in his place.
"Yet," Percy added, which brought a burst of laughter from the group.
Somehow he had managed to explain our situation in just one word.
Then, the testimonies started. There were a lot of tears, of course, but also a lot of hope. It was just what I needed: to be with women who had walked in my shoes and showed me that there was a way out of my situation. If those women did, I could survive this too.
I felt safe to tell them about Poppy. As I started to tell my story, tears began to roll down my cheeks. Percy took my hand in his and caressed it with his thumb.
The group fully understood my feelings, and as they listened, I began to realize that acknowledging my baby and my loss brought to me new healing in my spirit. It helped me just to talk about Poppy aloud with someone else. I realized the more I told my story, the better I felt, and the more right it seemed to share.
I was surprised to find out that many of my feelings of guilt and denial were normal and that other women also felt the way I did. They also felt isolated and hushed by the world about something that was deeply a part of them. The realization that I was not alone in my feelings, in my fears gave me peace. I felt alive again.



When I finished telling my tale amid the stream of tears, I felt like a great burden has been lifted.
When I finished, Martha, looked at Percy, who was still holding my hand, and asked him, "Do you want to share your experience with us, Percy? People usually focus on the mother, but you are the father, you have lost a baby too."
Percy smiled at her and I could see his eyes started to get wet and shiny.
"Many fathers are unsure how to deal with the loss of their baby. You may feel that you need to be strong for your partner or that you should not feel as upset as you are. If you feel like you can also share with us how you feel, don't neglect your own grief," Martha explained to him.
Oh my God! Martha's words hit me like a hammer. That's exactly what I had been doing! I was so focused on my own grief that I didn't realize Percy had lost a baby too!
I hugged him hard, hiding my face in his chest and saying, "I'm sorry. I'm truly sorry. I never thought about it."
Percy hugged me back and I could feel his tears wetting my neck. When I finally let him go, he wiped his tears with the back of his hand, cleared his throat, and said, "Thank you. I needed that."
I squeezed his hand.
He cleared his throat and said, "This whole experience was surreal to me. As you heard our story, having a baby was... well, unplanned. I mean, you usually date someone, fall in love with her, propose, get married, and after a while you start talking about having a baby."
Several women nodded at his words.
"We were just getting to know each other when our baby decided to come. It was a surprise, to say the least," Percy let out a short laugh. "I thought I was content with being single but I clearly wasn't. Laura changed everything."
There was a general "awwwwwwww".
He smiled at me and I smiled back at him through my tears.
"Then Laura told me she was pregnant and I found I wanted this, a wife, a family..."
I shuddered. "What are you saying, Percy?"
"Laura." He took my hands in his own. "I thought I was happy on my own until you came and prove me wrong... and now I've found what I never knew I always wanted. That's you...." he looked down and swallowed hard,"...a baby, a family."
"After all I did, you still feel that way about me?" I asked him.
"You didn't do anything wrong, Laura. This situation took both of us by surprise. We did the best we could considering the situation. I'm trying my best here."
There wasn't a dry eye in the group.
I looked at Percy with new eyes. So much has happened since we met. So many downs, some ups in between. Through it all, he had always been there for me when I needed him. Even now, he had left his work, his town, to be with me. Since he came to me he had been my rock, my comfort. Suddenly I felt so selfish, taking so much from him, giving back so little.
I looked him in the eyes. "I am certain. About you. About us. But this time, I want to do things right. No baby till we get married." I smiled at him and he smiled back at me.
"You got yourself a deal, Laura," he said shaking my hand.
When we left the group, I had no doubt about what I wanted. I wanted Percy back. I was determined to make it happen.
"What are you thinking so hard about?" I asked him.
"Us," he said. I didn't delve any deeper, but I couldn't help but smile.
"How was the group meeting?" Molly asked us as soon as we entered the inn.
"It was really good. It helped us a lot," I said looking at Percy. He smiled back at me and nodded. I noticed I had started to use the word 'us' since the meeting.
"You had a great idea, Percy. It was really helpful, thank you." I gave him a quick kiss on the lips.
"Would you like to go out with me tomorrow?" he blurted out.
"Going out... like on a date?"
"Yes, exactly like a date. You know what I mean." he elbowed me.
"I'd love that, Percy," I said bumping my hip with his.
Molly winked at us with a mile-wide smile on her face.

CHAPTER 14: PERCY

The next morning, I was ready early. I had asked Tony to prepare a picnic basket for us and he was happy to oblige. When Laura came down, I was nervous as a teenager.
There was something about Laura that hit me deep in my core. I'd seen other women hold all the attention in a room before with their fake personalities, fancy dresses, and voluptuous bodies. Laura didn't need anything of that. She was the real thing. She was genuine. She could woo me wearing T-shirts and jeans, just with a smile instead of make-up.
"Should we invite Molly?" I asked Laura.
"On our date?"
Idiot. I gave myself a mental slap upside the head.
Laura, of course, didn't let it go so easily.
"Aunt Molly, do you want to crash our romantic date?" she called.
Molly emerged from the kitchen. "Nothing I would love more than being an awkward third wheel," she said. "But someone has to be in charge while you are out."
We went out of the inn to find two white horses neighing as if they were calling us.
Laura looked at me surprised and I smiled at her.
"Surprise."
"How did you get these horses?"
"Oh, I met them yesterday, I asked them if they wanted to ride with the most beautiful girl in Middletown and they said yes."
Thing was, I had made a call to Red Harding, the guy I was helping with the restaurant renovations, and he was happy to help me. His father owned a farm and he had some horses to lend.
"You outdid yourself, Percy." She grinned and swung herself up onto the saddle as easily as if she were mounting a bike.
I, on the other hand, clumsily heaved myself onto my horse with enough grunting and sweating that I was afraid Laura'd take one look and call the whole thing off.
We headed west to the lake.
Our reflections gleamed on the crystalline waters of the lake. The horses whinnied and the birds chirped while we ate our sandwiches. "This is the sound of happiness," I thought.
"You still haven't told me how you found this place," Laura said. "It's perfect."
I didn't want to admit that Red Harding had saved me again, so I gave her a vague answer, "Just stumbled on it. Good luck, I guess."
The hanging branches of the old trees and rainbow of wildflowers made it the perfect spot for a romantic picnic. I had to admit the guy had good taste in romantic date spots. Not far from us there was a weeping willow. Its branches hung down over the water, forming an aesthetically arranged curtain of willow twigs.
Laura gazed out at the impossibly smooth water of the lake. "Thank you for bringing me here, Percy." She leaned forward and put her arms around me, and hugged me tight. I pulled her closer to my body and kissed the top of her head. I liked that she wasn't afraid to touch me.
"I like that I can be myself when I'm around you," she said.
"I feel the same way about you, Laura. I've been thinking about you since you left."
"Thank you for coming here. It means a lot. You make me feel... special."
"You are." I took her hands in mines. "Laura, you don't have to go through this alone. I want to take care of you. I want us to be a couple again. Like we were. Well, not like we were because I guess we're both different now, but I do want to be romantically exclusive again. Not that I've been with anyone else," I quickly added.
She smiled at me, fighting back the tears, "This is so crazy, you know that? We have made everything upside down. First, we have a baby, then you ask me to marry you and now you want to date me."
"Let's go back to where we started. Let's get to know each other better, see if we are compatible. You already know I care deeply for you and my feelings for you grow every day," I said, earning a smile from her.
"I want this too. It feels right, Percy. I care a lot for you too."
We talked a lot about everything and nothing at the same time. It was a bonding experience.
"There's something I want to share with you," Laura said after we kissed.
"I'm listening."
"When I discovered I was pregnant, I started searching the net about pregnancy and all that and discovered that the baby was the size of a poppy seed. So I decided to call her 'Poppy'. Of course, the baby didn't have a sex yet, but I like to think about our baby as a she."
I felt my heart melting. I wrapped my arms around her and hugged her tightly. "That's very sweet of you, Laura. Thanks for sharing it with me."
Laura, cried on my shoulder while I ran my fingers through her hair.
"I have an idea," I said. "I'm sure you noticed your aunt's inn is called 'Whitefairy poppy'."
Laura nodded. "It was such a moving coincidence."
"Maybe it was destiny. A sign we are in the right place for us. Anyway, I had this idea: why don't we plant white poppies all in front of the building? In that way, each time we see the bed of flowers", we'll think of our baby," I suggested.
"Oh, Percy! What a wonderful idea!" she wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me hard.
We walked hand in hand by the lake. We talked and talked and talked. And when the setting sun cast colors upon the scattered clouds, painting the sky with pink, orange and purple, we rode our horses back to the inn.

CHAPTER 15: LAURA

This second chance with Percy was much different than the first time. We dated like he was trying to show my heart that he was here for me and he wasn't going anywhere.
Our date at the lake ended with us together in bed. We kissed, and one kiss wasn't enough. Kissing turned into a heavy petting session, and that, of course, led to sex. I let him initiate it. Physical intimacy was the last thing on my mind after losing my baby. I was afraid penetration might hurt in more ways than one. Would it evoke flashbacks of what I had gone through?
The first time felt strange. Maybe because Percy wore a condom. But most likely, because it felt like something I simply had to live through to move on. For the first time in my life, orgasming was off the table.
It had never been a problem for me before. I used to enjoy playful, uninhibited, sex. My miscarriage had taken that from me.
Of course, Percy noticed it.
"What's wrong?" he asked me.
I shrugged, "Nothing. I'm probably tired from our date."
"Don't do that, Laura."
"Do what?"
Percy held me closer, kissed the tip of my nose, giving me no choice but to look at him.
"Don't hide from me. We're together in this. Talk to me."
So I told him, I told him how I felt. I told him I was afraid of getting pregnant again. I told him I felt my body had failed me.
"Everything will be okay, Laura. We will get through this. Things will be different next time. I'm not leaving you, Laura. I'm taking this seriously."
"Thank you," I kissed his lips softly, lovingly. It meant the world to me having him here with me.
"Just so you know, I'll be sleeping in your bed from now on."
"This is not exactly a queen-size bed," I said.
"Good. That means you won't be able to get away from me in the middle of the night. I like holding you in my arms." He said. That made me smile.
"I do like it when you hold me," I admitted.
"Come here," Percy opened his arms.
We cuddled, and he held me in his strong arms. I rested my head on his chest and I felt safe, secured in his love for me. His breath was warm and calming. I just wanted to stay like this forever.
I felt his lips press against my forehead just as I was drifting off.
When I woke up the next morning, Percy wasn't next to me. Suddenly, the bed felt empty. I missed the warmth of his body next to mine. I went to the bathroom to freshen up, and when I went out, a divine smell guided me down to the kitchen. There he was wearing one of Auntie's aprons, talking with her, cooking while humming a song.
I smiled leaning on the door frame looking at him. I wolf-whistled at him.
"You look sexy in that apron."
Percy looked at me, smiling. "Good morning, Sunshine. I wanted to wear just the apron, THAT would have been sexy."
"Of course, I objected," Aunt Molly added. "I have a reputation to keep."
"We need to find you a good man, Molly," Percy told her.
Honestly, at first, I didn't expect Percy to stay. I thought the excuses would start tumbling out of his mouth after a while. But he didn't. He seemed to be settling here in Middletown.
After two weeks of sharing a bed. I relaxed around him. I got used to his touches and his caresses. I got used to his warm body next to mine and his morning wood poking in my ass.
I could tell when he was tired and when his eyes danced with joy because he had good news to share. I knew when he was hungry and even when he wanted to be left alone.
More and more, I wanted to hold him in my arms and never let him go. I wanted to build a life, a home, and a family with him and trust that everything was going to be okay.
But there was another part of me that wondered if Middletown would be not enough to keep him interested. What if I was not enough to keep him interested? I knew I'd changed. I was not the playful free-spirited girl I used to be anymore. I was moody, I still cried a lot. I also realized I needed to stop thinking so negatively.
I kept going to the church group. Percy came with me most of the time, depending on his work schedule. He was getting really busy since he met with the Mayor.
Listening to the group's stories, some of them much heavier and sadder than mine, I started to feel my grief was unjustified because I never met my baby. I didn't even have a baby bump.
Of course, they thought differently than me about this.
"This is not a competition, Laura. It doesn't matter how far along you were, nothing should stop you from grieving for the baby you and Percy made. No matter how many people say, 'it wasn't really a baby yet'. You felt in your heart that it was a baby the moment you conceived and no one can take that away."
Martha looked at me and asked me, "Before you lost your baby, was there joy? Were
you happy?"
"Yes," I said. "I was happy."
"Were there specific moments? Can you picture them? Can you not think, instead of always focusing on those sad days where you lost your baby, about the times that were joyful? When you first discovered you were pregnant, maybe? Or if you felt the baby move? Or even the morning sickness?"
"I can," I say. "I always thought it was better not to, though. Just put it out of my mind."
"When a close friend or family member dies, specifically if it's in a tragic accident or unexpected in some way, it's good to not think about death but to think about life. It's not that we can't mourn the hard things, but to honor someone's memory, to let it live on, we need to move past it. We should celebrate the life."
"My baby never had one."
"No," she said slowly. "But she touched yours."

CHAPTER 16: PERCY

The renovations of the town square progressed just fine. Red Harding introduced me to a welder, a man called Paul that was dating one of his waitresses, and together we managed to make the courthouse clockwork work again. After that, I offered him to keep working with me. We also repaired the plumbing and cleaned the old fountain. Then, we restored Pioneer Square's Historic sidewalks.
The Mayor was so pleased with our work, that he immediately assigned me a new project to renovate Middletown's primary school. I also started getting small jobs from the locals too. People commented about what wonderful work I had done with Molly's inn and the square. Without even realizing it, I was busier than expected and I had to assemble a local working crew with 'Paul the welder', as my new foreman.
The crazy, violent, and distracting big city life didn't appeal to me anymore. In the city, every time I put my feet on the ground I remained oblivious of the connection I had with the earth beneath my shoes. The concrete and the thick layer of tar obstructed my senses from going deep down.
In Middletown, I experienced myself as a part of nature again. The wild natural setting engaged all my primal senses. The air smelled like pines, lavender, and freshness. I listened to the movement of the trees and grass around me and smelled and felt the energy of the mountains.
When I walked in the city, I walked with heavy, rushed, and unmotivated steps, with a strong desire to reach the destination as soon as possible. In the city, it was considered rude to acknowledge another person's presence as you were going about your business. In Middletown, it was rude if you didn't.
Laura and I continued sharing a bed, but we were also sharing our lives. She used to fall asleep in my arms. I'd been awake for the last hour watching her sleep and thinking.
She was an early bird like me. I loved to lie on my stomach, watching her getting dressed. When she finished, she sat at my side and said, "I know you are awake, Percy. You're not snoring. I want to talk with you before you go to work and I get busy with the inn."
I got up, sat on the edge of the bed, held her hand, and looked at her.
"What's going on in that pretty little head of yours, Laura?" I said, kissing her cheek.
"Many thoughts are running through my head right now."
I leaned forward and kissed her nose. "It's my job to make you happy and if I'm not doing my job then I need to know what's wrong so I can help you. Now tell me, Laura, what's with the frown?"
"It's difficult to put it all into words, but I'll try." She looked at me and said with a voice full of concern, "Do you truly want to stay here with me, or are you planning to go back to the city at some point?"
I looked at Laura pondering my words before answering.
"When I came here, I didn't have a plan, except helping you to get out of depression."
"I'm not completely out of the woods, but I think I'm seeing the light."
"I know, I'm truly happy for you." I wrapped my arms around her and gave her a tight squeeze. That said, the thing is I like it here. I'm working almost as much as I'd have worked in the city. The people here are nice and friendly. Middletown is a great place to grow a family."
"What are you saying?"
I looked at her into her eyes, "I'm saying that I am in this for the long haul."
"Then it wasn't just pity or guilt? Because if so, I feel much better now. You can go back to your life."
"I'm here because I want to be with you. Thing is, I'm not sure I want to go back to my previous life. I won't lie to you, our relationship had a very rough start. The loss of a child is one of the hardest things life can throw at a couple. It has been an emotional roller-coaster. I get it, this isn't how it was supposed to be. One thing I learned is that life is messy, and sometimes things just fall apart. When that happens, you pick up the pieces and you keep going. I can understand the concept of running away and wanting to be alone with your pain. However, I'm glad we saw past that, and stubbornly held on to what was left of us."
Laura hid her face in my chest, "I'm sorry I left the way I did. I wasn't thinking clearly. I just couldn't stand being near my parents anymore."
"I was shocked at first when you didn't contact me, hurt too. The only thing in my mind since I knew we were having a baby was I wouldn't be like my parents. I wouldn't bail on my kid. Then, when Molly called me, the only thing on my mind was coming here to be with you."
"Do we have a future? I've been so afraid. I fear the bubble we have been living in is going to burst at any moment, and everything will come crashing down around us."
"Many couples break up after losing a child. Our relationship was strong enough to hang on. Over the past months, we started healing, and we are falling in love with each other again. I stopped hiding my fears of starting a family and falling in love with someone. For the first time in my life, I can see a future with someone else," I lifted her chin to look into her eyes. "I can see a future with you."



"Oh, Percy!" Laura held me tight in her arms. "I want a future with you too. Everything has changed since you came here. It felt like the sun coming out after a hurricane. The nightmare is slowly fading."
She looked vulnerable, but I knew better. Laura was strong. She was a fighter. And she could rock my world with just one look.
I kissed her on the lips and gave her a tight hug. Laura is the one woman that I could see myself falling in love with.
I stood up and locked the door.
"I think we are both going to be late for work today," I said with a grin.
She grinned back, "Sounds good to me."·
I slowly started to undress her, both of us never taking our eyes off each other. First, the blouse, and then the bra. Her perfect round breasts were snow white. I slowly bent and kissed them all over. Laura sucked in a deep breath every time I planted a loving kiss.
Laura started to remove the shirt I had slept in. I could feel the love in her hands when she caressed my tanned body. I slowly undid her jeans, pulling them down over her perfect ass and down her beautiful legs. Her panties were next, and, bending down, I kissed her belly all the way down until I could smell the sweetness of her wetness. I removed her panties in one sensual motion and opened her legs wide, moving down, kissing and licking her perfect mound. Laura was sighing and panting.
I moved my body up and onto her. Her hands slid down my sides, pulling my sleeping pants and boxers down in the process. My cock was hard and dripping. I couldn't wait any longer, Laura guided my cock and rubbed it along her slit getting it very wet, and then I pushed into her and inside. Her warm wet, walls, caressed my pulsing shaft until I could go no further, both us letting out little moans as I made love to her.
Laura moaned with every motion, with every loving thrust, I caressed her breasts and hips and thighs with hands that were both strong and gentle. Soon we were in a whirlpool of ecstasy as we both exploded at the same time. My thrusts became slower as the last of my release filled her.
Then we held each other, enjoying the afterglow of our love. We both needed this. I've never craved sex the way I have these past few months. I guess what they say is true. Once you find your one, you know.
Laura rested her head on my shoulder and snuggled into me. I closed my eyes and leaned into her.
"I love you, Laura," I said without really thinking. I just felt natural.
"I love you, Sir Percival. My knight in shining armor."
CHAPTER 17: LAURA
We decided to take the rest of the morning off. I leaned my head on the pillow and turned my face toward the window. The morning sun shone through the window warming my face. My hand rested in Percy's lap, our fingers locked together.
My lips curved into a smile when I felt his hand caress my hip. Percy was different from any other man I'd met before. He was sweet. He was caring. He treated me with love and respect. He was attentive, caring, and didn't leave my side unless it was for work.
With Percy everything was different. Each caress was done with feeling. Each kiss was done with the intent to show me that he was real, that we were real. These feelings were building up inside of me till they exploded this morning.
Through it all, he had been my rock.
I realized with surprise that I had fallen for him. Deeply. Madly. Truly. Funny how things like that could sneak up on you.
One day you're in hell, feeling the darkness closing around you, and then suddenly you're smitten, in love, and looking at the universe, through rose-tinted sunsets.
Then a well known, dreaded voice, burst my bubble.
"Good morning, Laura."
I turned around to face my father.
"Father, what the bloody hell are you doing here?" I jump at the sound of my father's voice. He was standing in the doorway. He looked out of place here.
"It's good to see you too, Laura. You look good," my father said. He even managed to sound sincere.
Percy was at my side, his arm draped possessively around my shoulders.
"What are you doing here, father?" I insisted.
My father cleared his throat. "I came to bury the hatchet."
"In my head?"
Aunt Molly entered the room. She looked from me to Percy and back to me. Her eyes told me this was her doing.
"Harold called me a few days ago, Laura. He asked me if I had any news from you, and I told him the truth. I'm sorry. I just wanted to let him know you were okay. I never thought he would come here," Molly explained.
"It's okay, Aunt Molly," I reassured her. "Where is my mother?"
"She couldn't come," my father said avoiding my gaze.
"Meaning she didn't want to give up her book club or her charity group. Or coming back to her birthplace is beneath her?"
"Don't talk about your mother like that," my father said, breathing heavily, and I knew my comment was spot on.
Aunt Molly stood in front of Dad and said with a firm voice, "Harold, I'll let you stay as long as you are civil to my niece and her boyfriend."
"You'll let me stay?" My father reacted. He wasn't used to people bossing around him.
I gained a new respect for Aunt Mollie. She held my father's gaze and insisted, "Yes, I'll let you stay. This is my inn, you have no say here. If you're in here, it's because I say so. Tough shit if you don't like it. You know where the door is."
Percy clapped.
I decided to help Aunt Molly, I stood beside her and faced my father. "Well, father. Why don't you say what you came here to say and leave us alone? We were happy till you arrived. If you think for a minute that you're welcome here, you're sadly mistaken." My words had a bite but I didn't care.
My father nodded in defeat, taking the empty couch next to Percy.
"Before this goes any further, I think you owe Percy an apology," I said as he sat down. He needed to know I was serious.
Percy's hand squeezed my shoulder, "It's fine, love. I don't need a half-assed apology."
My father looked at him with a sad smile on his face, he made a pause and said, "Percy, Laura is my baby. Someday you'll understand what that means, young man. I know I wasn't the best father, and I wasn't around for her, and I regret that. Someday you'll do something stupid like offer money to make what you think is a problem, go away. I hope you're the right man for Laura."
I had to give my father credit, he was putting on a great performance for Percy's sake. But I wasn't buying it. I knew my father better than Percy. He was a good lawyer. He knew how to plead his case, and he knew how to talk someone into doing what he wanted. I knew he had a secret agenda.
"I love your daughter, and I've been doing my best to make her happy." Percy's voice was too calm. I looked at him briefly and knew he was holding everything in. Then he looked into my eyes and I smiled back at him. "That is something, I can promise."
"Ever since you left, Laura, I knew I needed to get in touch with you and get our relationship back on track," my father sounded sincere. However, I believed none of it.
"Back on track? That means you say 'jump' and I ask you how high?" I asked. "Your days of trying to rule life are way over."
"I just want what's best for you. Surely you can understand that."
"You don't know what's best for me. That's the whole problem. You don't know me. You never did. You never had time for me. For the last time, father, what are you really doing here?"
"I came here to mend fences and tell you that if you want to marry this man..."
"This man has a name," I interrupted him. "You better learn it, since I hope one day he's going to be your son-in-law."
"Unfortunately..." Percy muttered under his breath.
I squeezed his hand again. I knew exactly how he was feeling.
"I imagined that. Of course, a prenup has to be signed when the time comes and your mother will help you to plan your wedding..."
I raised my hand to stop him.
"Stop it! Now I know why you are here, damage control. When Molly told you Percy was here with me, you came all the way to Middletown to make sure I wasn't going to marry him before you could protect yourself. I made it very clear that your days of ruling my life are over. IF one day, Percy and I decide to get married, what's mine will be his and what's his will be mine. Which means no prenup."
"That wouldn't be wise," my father warned me.
"Tough shit, father. You can cut me out of your will if you want to guard your precious money. Apparently, it runs in the family, doing so when a daughter falls in love with the wrong person."
Percy looked at me waiting for an explanation. I squeezed his hand and looked at Aunt Molly. Her eyes were open with surprise because she realized I knew her deepest secret.
"How did you know...?" She started to say.
"I suspected what happened some time ago," I explained to her. "I finally put the pieces together once I was here and got to spend some time with you. Everything became clear when I found myself in your situation. I always wondered why mom kept the bulk of Grandpa's fortune, while you inherit just this inn and a small-cap fund. I knew Grandpa enough to know you must have pissed him off very badly from him to do something like that. You never got married, probably holding a torch for someone you loved and couldn't have. That's what all the travels were about? Forgetting him?"
Aunt Molly nodded. She had tears running down her cheeks. "It happened a long time ago, Laura. I never cared for money. Your mother and I are very different about that amongst other things. I'm happy here in Middletown."
"If a man truly loves you, he won't have a problem with signing a prenuptial agreement," my father pressed on. "Otherwise, he's a gold digger."
Percy cleared his throat. He wanted to say something. Knowing him, this was going to be interesting.
"Mr. Lane, I'll sign a prenuptial agreement as long as you sign another agreement stipulating you won't use your money to interfere in our lives in any way. Your wife won't plan our wedding. You won't buy us a house, you won't gift us a car, or anything else above five hundred dollars without consulting with us first. That applies to our future kids too. You won't pay for a private school or the college you think they should attend.
"I'll provide for my family, not you. You and your wife will have no say in our relationship, the way we choose to live our lives or the decisions we make regarding our kids. You and your wife will be part of our lives as long as you respect that," Percy added, making me wish I could think quickly on my feet like him.
Lord, how I loved this man! He had put my father completely off balance.
My father's face was red now. No one had ever stood up to him as Percy did. "That's preposterous! You're blackmailing me, young man."
Percy gave an insolent shrug. "Take it or leave it, old man. I think our lives will be better with yours and your wife's arrogant asses out of them."
"Who do you think you are talking to? I'm Laura's father," he exclaimed.
"Then act like it!" I screamed. "Stop trying to control my life. I am an adult! I can make my own decisions for myself!"
"This was a mistake!" my father said standing up.
"Thank you, Captain Obvious!" I screamed. "Did you realize that no even once have you asked me how I was feeling or how I was dealing with the loss of my baby? Aunt Molly and Percy have been here for me. When things got rough, it was Percy who anchored down and held us afloat. Where were you, father? Where was my mother?"
"If I leave now you better forget about us, Laura..." It was an empty threat. He knew he had lost the battle.
"Promise? Because every time that you or my mother try to meddle in my life you turn everything upside down. The sad part is that you almost ruined my chance with Percy. In the worse moment of my life, when I needed him most, you pushed him away for your own selfish reasons. Thank God he loves me, because if I didn't have him right now because of what you did... I don't know what I'd do. As far as I'm concerned you and my mother are both dead to me. I've been making changes in my life and I think you need to be one of them. I'm definitely not letting my future family be a part of this madness. Goodbye father."
"Your home is in the city with us. You know you won't be able to stay away. You'll come back begging us to take you back," his tone sounded more like a plea than a threat.
"That's where you're wrong, father. You don't have anything I need or want. Percy has it all. He's my home."
My father stormed out of the inn and we all breathed out a huge sigh of relief.
Percy put his hand on my shoulder to calm me down.
"Thank you," I finally said to Aunt Molly and him, "For not backing down with my father. It meant a lot to me."
CHAPTER 18: PERCY
"I love you," I said, reassuring Laura that I was here and not going anywhere. It didn't matter how screwed up this situation was. I was in this for life.
Laura must have sensed something of this because, all of the sudden, she went down on one knee, took my hand, and said, "Let's get married."
After saying the words, Laura sucked in a nervous breath, as though she was momentarily trying to pull the question back in, fearful of the answer.
"What did you say?"
"You heard me, let's get married," Laura repeated with a nervous smile.
"Why?"
"Why not?"
"Because I think you only asked me to marry you to get back at your father. Laura, I love you, but proposing to me to defy your father is not the right thing to do."
I could see her lips tighten.
"I hear what you're saying, but I'm not a teen anymore. I'm not proposing to you because I want to piss my Dad off. My father's visit made me treasure what we have built here. It helped to open my eyes and realize what I have here with you. You are sincere, loving, and I know that you truly care for me. I want us to start a family. When I look at you, I can see myself with you, and, as much as marriage scares me, I want it."
She paused to let her words sink in. Laura realized I still had my doubts, so she continued defending her case.
"I want to marry you because we love each other and I want to spend the rest of our lives together. Now, are you going to keep me hanging, or are you going to say 'yes'?"
"You know I love you too, and I want to say yes. However, this is not the right way of doing this," I insisted.
"To hell with the right way! We've done a lot of things wrong since the beginning of our relationship and yet, here we are. What do you say? Will you marry me?"
"I say you're crazy, but I think you're right. Yes, let's get married."
We melted in a long passionate kiss.
"I love you, Laura."
"I love you too, Percy."
Molly took one of her golden rings off a finger and handed it to me. "No proposal is complete without a ring."
"Thank you, Molly, I'll get a better one tomorrow."
Molly waved my words away, "It's my gift for you, for bringing so much joy into this old maid's life."
I slipped the ring on Laura's finger, and we kissed again.
"Can I say something?" Molly asked when our lips finally broke apart.
"Of course, you can," we both said at the same time.
"I know you may have doubts, but I've watched how Laura behaves around you, Percy, and you know what I saw?"
I shook my head.
"I saw a woman who loves her man with every bone in her body. You two make me believe that it doesn't matter how you got together, but what you do once you have each other is what counts. Whatever journey you and Laura are on, it's the right one. I can see nothing but happiness for you in the future."
"Thank you," I said with a voice full of emotion.
Laura hugged Molly tightly. "You're right."
Molly gave Laura another squeeze. "I usually am. Don't forget that!"
"Thank you, Auntie."
"For what, Darling?"
"For being here for me when I needed you. For bringing Percy back into my life."
"He makes you happy, Darling. That's something I haven't seen in a very long time."
I held Laura tightly in my arms. "You are beautiful, Laura. I love your smile and sparkling eyes. I love you with every fiber of my being."
"I love you too, Sir Percival." She gave me a sassy smile and said, "We have a wedding to plan."
Oh boy!
CHAPTER 19: LAURA
For the next few weeks, butterflies flew perpetually in my stomach, and on the day of the wedding, I was so excited that I could barely contain myself.
Our relationship continued to flourish. I felt a sense of purpose and belonging that I'd never felt in my old life.
When people in Middletown knew about the wedding, they all wanted to help. They made it a town event. Everybody just responded with total love. Molly was the brains behind the entire operation which was a huge relief for me.
Percy's brother, Tom came to Middletown especially for the wedding; he brought most of Percy's belongings with him, including a tux. He was going to be Percy's best man, of course. Amanda and Joe came with him too, especially for the wedding. Percy made Joe his partner. He'll take care of business in the city while Percy works here in Middletown.
The church support group took care of the church decorations and making the centerpieces for all the tables. The flowers were cut from our neighbor's garden.
Percy's crew stepped in and helped out setting the inn for the reception. They built us the welcome doors which we walked through for the reception.
I was so overwhelmed with all the help we were receiving, I kept saying, "I'm never going to be able to truly have people understand how much this town did for our wedding."
'The Middletown Gazette' printed the invitations. I sent one to my parents, and some days later I got a letter from them.
Dear Laura,

To say that your mother and I were shocked by the news of your upcoming wedding and relocation to Middletown is a vast understatement.

Are you really going to get married to that man? Why are you doing this? Are you ruining your life to punish us? What does it take to make this nonsense stop?

We have always wanted the best for you. We gave you everything we could and set a standard of excellence for everything you set out to do.

For you to return our love and devotion with such defiance has wounded us deeply. But, you are our daughter, and we will always love you. I beg you to return home at once. I have enclosed the money for your ticket.

If you were trying to get our attention, you have succeeded. If it is a marriage you seek, there are many fine gentlemen from wonderful families who would be overjoyed to have you as their bride. Surely you know this.

If the worst has happened, and in our delayed response you have gone through with this charade, then I still urge you to come home. We know the finest lawyers and can rid you of this marriage as though it never happened. If you have been tricked into this, and your 'husband' demands a ransom, we shall pay whatever he requires.

We just want you to come home to us, whatever the cost.

Love,

Harold & Nadine
They couldn't even sign it "Mom and Dad". Oh well, I tried. I didn't bother to answer them. They were never going to understand. Their loss.
When people knew what had transpired between my dad and me, at least six men offered to walk me down the aisle, including the Mayor himself. I finally chose Tony Marino, who had lived in the inn for a long time. He had always been kind to me and had taught me some cooking secrets.
"The way to a man's heart is through his stomach," he used to say. "So be careful whom you cook for. Just kidding!"



"Great choice," Red Harding, co-owner of the town's restaurant along with Tony, approved. "The catering for your wedding reception is on us, of course."
Molly was my maid-of-honor, and Amanda and the women from the support group were my bridesmaids.
As I got ready, for the small ceremony at the local church, I bounced up and down excitedly and felt like I was going to cry at any moment. I was almost positive that I wasn't going to make it through the ceremony without at least tearing up.
The music started and everyone got in line. Sabrina, Paul's adopted daughter, was our flower girl. Tony was waiting outside the room, wanting to give us our privacy. He looked incredibly handsome in his tux.
As we made our way towards my very soon to be husband, I felt my heart fill completely with joy. My bouquet was made of white poppies, of course, and it was shaking in my hands. Women at church used to say everything happens for a reason. Maybe, Poppy came into our lives to bring Percy and I together in a way we would have never imagined.
The ceremony was a blur for me. My mind cleared when Percy recited his vows.
"From this moment, I take you as my best friend for life. I pledge to honor, encourage, and support you through our walk together. When our way becomes difficult, I promise to stand by you and uplift you, so that through our union we can accomplish more than we could alone. I promise to work at our love and always make you a priority in my life. With every beat of my heart, I will love you."
I nodded as I wiped away a tear. "You say the sweetest things."
"You bring out the best in me."
As he leaned in to kiss me, the butterflies in my stomach began to race wildly. As I gazed into my husband's eyes, just before our lips met, I finally knew that I had met the love of my life.
EPILOGUE: LAURA. Ten months later
"Percy! I hate you!" I screamed at my husband. I closed my eyes and felt an excruciating pain across my stomach.
He held my hand and encouraged me, "It's almost over, Love."
"How the hell do you know it, Percy? Do you have some magic Spidey sense telling you that the baby is almost here?"
My husband's patience had no limit.
"You can do it."
I steady myself and breathe. I look up at him and say two words. "I know."
"You're going to be okay," Percy whispered.
"Okay? Nothing is okay. I'm in pain and our daughter is stretching my vagina as wide as the Grand Canyon. How is this okay?"
Percy closed his eyes and took a deep breath while I crushed his hand in a tight squeeze.
"Try to breathe as we learned in Lamaze class, Love."
"Breath? Do you think breathing actually helps with the pain, Percy?"
"I don't know, Love. All I know is that I love you," he said kissing my forehead.
My body tightened as another contraction worked its way through my abdomen. "It hurts," I whined. Tears, or maybe just sweat, rolled down my face. With each contraction, I was growling like a wounded lion.
"I'm sorry you're going through this, Love."
"You should be. It's your fucking Olympic swimmers that did this to me."
"Laura, we both agreed to have another child..."
"You tricked me with your charming ways and your devil penis! I let you stick that thing in me and now look at me. I look like a beached whale."
"You're the most beautiful woman I ever saw," Percy said running his fingers through my hair.
"How are you feeling, Laura?" the nurse asked me.
"I feel like I'm squeezing a bowling ball through the eye of a needle. I also need to pee."
The nurse lifted my blanket and put my feet into the stirrups. "Looks like we're ready to start pushing."
"We" Is she pushing too?

She went out to look for the doctor. He looked at my vagina, smiled at me, and said, "Okay, Laura, on the count of three I want you to push. Push out your little girl so you can meet her."
Easier said than done in my opinion, but it was clear no one cared what I thought.
Percy helped me sit up. He held my hand as I pushed down.
I pushed for what felt like forever. I could feel my baby's body moving down mine. I felt stretched and pulled.
"You're doing great. Another push, Laura."
"I can't do it," I sobbed, and my husband took my hand, held it tight. I'm sure I crushed Percy's fingers. I just wanted the pain to go away.
I pushed hard, harder than I thought I could. I yelled as a burning sensation stung my vagina. I couldn't think. I could only groan.
"Almost there!" the nurses crooned. "You can do it, Laura!"
I did it again and again. Over and over. Each one was more taxing than the one before. Percy held my hand in between the contractions and pushing. He also wiped my forehead for me and moved my hair away from my face. He was doting when all I wanted to do right now was punch him in the nose. I never wanted to go through this again.
"I can't do this anymore," I said, out of breath.
"Yes, you can, Love. Just one more time," Percy encouraged me.
"What do you know? You're never touching me again with that penis of yours."
"Okay, Love."
I started crying. "Okay? You give up so easily? What, am I not sexy enough to have sex with now? Is it my fault my vagina is going to be as big as the Channel Tunnel?"
"After delivery, the tissue will usually shrink back down to a state very close to the original. There are some pelvic exercises that help with that," the nurse by my head informed me.
"Percy, do you still love me?" I asked him.
"Of course, Laura. I will always love you."
"Okay, Laura, your baby's almost here," the nurse interrupted us. "One more big push, and you'll get to hold your baby girl."
I nodded and bore down again letting out a loud scream and then, the pain was over. I fell back, onto my back, drained of baby and energy.
The doctor handed Percy a pair of scissors. Wailing started immediately and I felt I was already falling in love with our Lily. She was set on my chest while the nursing staff and doctors finished up with me.
I was in shock as I stared at the baby, our baby. She was so real. Percy sat down beside us. He took my hand in his and brought it to his lips.
He looked at me, our eyes met for a moment. There was so much love and happiness in these few seconds of time. Our eyes were connected in one brief moment that contained so much.
It was only a brief moment but everything was there, all our history, and all our laughter, and all of the wonderful moments, and how we got through our loss, and how we had made it to the other side. This moment held everything I could ever want to say to him and everything I could ever want to hear back. It held a miracle.
"I'm afraid to touch her," Percy said. "My hands are too big, too rough. I might break her."
I smiled at him, knowing exactly how he felt. However, holding my precious baby came naturally to me. I couldn't stop staring at her.
I ran my finger down her nose and over her cheek. She reacted by moving her head to where my finger was going.
"She's beautiful, Laura. Our Lily is gorgeous like her mother." He kissed me and then kissed our baby girl's forehead.
"Welcome to our lives, Lily," I said kissing her.
I stroked my daughter's cheek and couldn't believe how soft it was. It was too soft to be real, like a cloud by Monet, all fuzzy edges and gentle colors. My heart swelled, and I tried not to let the postpartum hormones make me cry irrationally.
Instead, I gently placed one of my fingers into Lily's closed fist. Her pink hand encircled my index finger. I leaned down to kiss her fist.
I looked out the window, through soft creamy panels and could see it was still snowing. But despite the chill outside, I felt a warmth within, as if sunshine had flooded my soul.
****
For all the mothers and fathers who never got to meet their babies, who've experienced the horror of miscarriage or stillbirth, or those who've experienced fertility problems. Because there is light at the end of the tunnel even if you don't believe it.
THE END
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CHAPTER 1

"We should do something about your Dad, Red. He feels lonely," Kat said while she traced small circles with her fingernails on her husband's chest.
Red Harding looked at his wife not knowing what to say. There was no possible discussion with Kat when something got into her head. Everyone who knew her knew she had a wide streak of stubbornness running through her.
"I don't know," Red said, looking at his wife's beautiful face. "Dad is a tough guy, Love. He doesn't mind being alone, or need other people, although he likes being around them to some degree."
"It's not good for the man to be alone."
Red laughed. "Now you're quoting the Bible?"
"No, if I were to do that, I'd tell you that 'your mouth is like fine wine, flowing smoothly for my love, gliding past my lips and teeth! I belong to my love, and his desire is for me...', smarty pants."
"Dad doesn't need a woman in his life. He is good on his own."
Kat started rubbing her body against her husband and kissing his neck.
"You're not fighting fair, love," Red whispered.
His wife giggled and kept kissing him, her hand sliding down his tummy. "All's fair in love and war, my darling," she whispered back, gently nibbling his earlobe.
"Mhmm," Red purred in bliss when Kat closed her fingers around his cock.
"I want to help your Dad," she whispered in his ear.
Red started pumping his cock into his wife's fist, "Good... luck... with that...," he panted.
"You're the best husband ever," Kat said kissing him hard in the lips.
She let go of his cock, turned around, and grabbed her phone, from the night table. Then, she punched in a number and after a few seconds, she said, "Laura? Red says he doesn't mind. It's a go for 'Operation Thanksgiving'."
"Wait... What? When did I say that? What did you mean with 'Operation Thanksgiving'?" Red realized a bit too late that he had been played.
"Not now, baby. Where were we?" Kat said leaning down and taking her husband's cock in her mouth. A few seconds later, he was moaning loudly, which only encouraged his wife to take him deeper. She'd kept eye contact as she continued sucking him off, sometimes letting his cock slide down her throat agonizingly slowly.
When Red felt he was about to cum, he let his throbbing cock slide almost out of his wife's mouth, erupted on her tongue, and Kat greedily swallowed his load down.
CHAPTER 2
John Harding tried to focus on the beauty of the November afternoon. It was unseasonably warm, with the temperature in the low seventies. The sky was a brilliant blue. It made a perfect backdrop for the red, gold, and orange leaves on the trees.
Thanksgiving was always a pain in the ass for him. A reminder of what he had lost. Of course, there were blessings too. He was going to spend some time with his son, his daughter-in-law, and his grandson. Otherwise, he would have been perfectly happy watching football with a pizza and a six-pack.
This year was different though.
Percy and Laura, the new managers of the only bed-and-breakfast in town, wanted to celebrate the arrival of her baby girl with a Thanksgiving gathering, with real china, silver, and a mouth-watering meal prepared by Tony, the chef of the local restaurant and Red's business partner. The dinner was taking place at Molly Carter's bed-and-breakfast inn where Percy and Laura were living.
John let out a long, resigned sigh. He had nothing against Molly, except for the fact that he was pretty sure his daughter-in-law was trying to hook him up with her. Kat had been dropping hints every time he went to the restaurant to have lunch.
None of them knew Molly and him had a history together.
John entered the inn dressed in his best clothes, and greeted everyone cordially, including Molly.
When it was Kat's turn, John held her hand and said, "Come sit down with an old man, sweetie."
She smiled at her father-in-law and sat at his side. "You're not old, Dad."
Kat loved to drop the 'in-law" part. Her real father had been an abusive drunkard who had beaten her mother to death. He was rotting in jail now. John Harding had been more of a father to her than her biological one.
"You look happy, Kat."
"I am happy, Dad." Her heart expanded in her chest.
"Red is a very lucky man to have you in his life."
"I'm the lucky one. Red saved me. He and Red junior are my life. You too, Dad."
John smiled at her, "I've dreaded every family celebration since my divorce, but since you came into our lives you have turned them into something special. I know this one won't be an exception."
Kat smiled at her father-in-law squeezing his hand.
"I get what you mean, Dad. Growing up, the holidays were always stressful for me too," Kat said, shaking her head to get rid of the unpleasant memories. She smiled at John, "I'm happy now. Very happy."
John hugged his daughter-in-law and squeezed her tight in a bear hug.
"You deserve happiness too, Dad. You've been alone too much time."
John tensed up at her words.
"So this is what this Thanksgiving gathering at the inn is all about? Are you trying to hook me up with Molly?"
As usual, her father-in-law went straight to the point. There was no beating around the bush with John Harding.
She batted her eyes and said, "Maybe. Molly's a fine woman. It's time for you to move on and leave the past in the past, Dad," Kat added in a sweet voice.
"Easier said than done, I'm afraid. It's hard to move on when the person you married, falls in love with another man, cheats on you for months, and leaves you and your son, looking for... well, whatever my slut ex-wife was looking for."
John's voice raised in intensity and anger to a higher pitch.
Kat squeezed John's hand again. "I'm sorry, Dad. I didn't mean to bring out bad memories."
"When I found out she was cheating on me..." John muttered clenching his fists, "...my whole world crumbled into pieces. Something inside me broke, Kat. However, I didn't let anyone else see the breaking. Especially my son. I had to stay strong for him."
Kat hugged her father-in-law and kissed his cheek, lingering there. "I know what you're talking about, Dad. My childhood and adolescence were hell. I couldn't let anyone know my secret or they would have put me in foster care."
John smiled at Kat and leaned forward to kiss her forehead. "And even so, you turned into a wonderful woman."
"Thanks for opening up to me, Dad."
"You're welcome, sweetie. You're one of the few persons I bare my soul to." John leaned to his side, and whispered, "I'll tell you a secret. You're the daughter I always wished for and never had."
"Awww, Dad!" Kat squeezed John's hand. "Your divorce was years ago. Your ex-wife is dead now. Red doesn't need you to be strong anymore. You should try to move on."
"And yet, it feels like yesterday. I wasn't able to put the pieces back together." John muttered under his breath, giving a long gulp to his beer. "You shouldn't worry about me, sweetie. I'm fine."
"I love you, Dad. I want you to be happy again."
John shrugged.
"Maybe, I'm just meant to go through the rest of my life alone," he said calmly.
Kat frowned, "And maybe you're not."
She smiled and wrapped her arm around John's arm. "Why don't you give love a chance?"
John laughed. "I think someone wrote a song about that."
"Katherine..." Red's voice held a warning tone. He had overheard the whole conversation, of course.
John rolled his eyes. "It's okay, Son. I can fight my own battles. So, this Thanksgiving gathering was your idea or Laura's?"
John turned his head to set his eyes on Molly's niece, who was around there too.
Laura gasped, "How did you know I was involved, Mr. Harding?"
"I might be a farmer, but I'm not stupid, Laura. If you two are trying to hook me up with Molly, you must be involved," John reasoned.
Kat and Laura winced at John's words.
"Busted," Red said, and laughed.
Laura and her husband Percy lived with Molly, and they ran together the only bed-and-breakfast inn in Middletown. The inn belonged to Molly, and even when she still did some work, she was mainly retired, leaving her niece and her husband run the place.
Kat jumped out off the couch. "I'll go check on the turkey."
"I'll go with you," Laura added.
"Isn't Tony taking care of it?" John asked.
"Yes, he is. But Molly and Tony are fighting all the time about pretty much everything. You know women can be very territorial about their kitchens," Kat winked at John and went into the kitchen.
John was sure the girls were regrouping and changing strategies for round two.
CHAPTER 3
Molly was nervous. Thanksgiving was so family-centered. It always brought home to her the things that would never be hers, a husband, children, a family. Everything she had ever wanted, everything she wished. Having Percy, Laura and their baby girl living with them was a true blessing, but she couldn't help but feel alone.
This year they were celebrating Thanksgiving with the Hardings. It was Kat and Laura's idea. Molly knew there was a hidden agenda behind this whole thing. And she was sure, the agenda included John Harding.
She knew John enough to know he wasn't comfortable with the idea. However, she let the girls do it, because secretly, she hoped they could rekindle the relationship she and John had many years ago.
Thanksgiving Day went well. Tony outdid himself. Turkey, roast beef, and ham competed for the family's attention as the main course. Of course, there was a vegetarian option for Laura, potatoes, yams, corn, peas, carrots, rice, and buns. There was never enough room to put all the food out at once. They would have a week's worth of leftovers despite eating so much they would almost get sick.
John found himself relaxing, as the evening progressed. He enjoyed the smiles they shared, the laughter, and the stories they told.
After dinner, Molly and John were left alone. Percy, Laura, Red and Kat went out for an evening walk.
"They are not very subtle," Molly said softly, looking at John.
"So, you're in this too, or you're an innocent victim like me?" John asked Molly when she sat at his side, on the couch.
"A little bit of both, John," Molly smiled at John. "I knew what they were trying to do and I let them."
Molly took a deep breath and let the air out slowly.
"Are you feeling okay?" John asked her. "I have some great digestive pills."
"If you must know, it's Percy and Laura. They look so incredibly happy together. And I'm glad for them, I really am. More than I have words to say. But... when I watch them I can't help but wonder how it would have been for me... and you."
John nodded. "I felt a stab of envy too when I saw Kat and Red together. Since Kat gave birth to her baby she's practically glowing," John admitted in a low, understanding voice.
"Did you ever wonder how things would have been between us if my father hadn't intervened?" Molly asked.
John exhaled. "Many times, Molly. But he did. And you chose to run away instead of facing him."
The tears Molly had been doing everything to stop, flowed anyway. "It was the right choice at that time. It wasn't an easy one, please believe me. And yet... Looking at the two of them..."
John picked up where she left off, "...I couldn't help but feel we missed out on something pretty spectacular."
"Yeah." Molly forced a watery smile. She dabbed at her eyes and took in a deep breath. "Although if we see them again in a year, they'll probably be fighting over who leaves the toothpaste cap on and who leaves it off."
Molly leaned back into the couch, reminiscing about all the travels she did around the globe. She looked around, seeing the treasures she had collected from almost every country in the world. They didn't seem so important now considering what she had missed.
"What's on your mind?" John asked.
Molly folded her arms in front of her. "Nothing."
She studied the strong column of his throat, visible in the open neck of his shirt. Finally, she gave up and said, "Us."
John didn't look unhappy about that. "Well, duh, I guessed that. What about us"
She felt herself begin to relax and smiled. "Do you think they know what happened between us when we were in high school?"
Molly looked into John's deep blue eyes, noticing all over again what a ruggedly handsome man he was. And it was more than just the symmetry of his features. It was his kindness and compassion. The humor he exhibited. The way he picked up on a person's slightest change in mood, the way he was always willing to help.
John Harding was one man who was beautiful inside and out. A man who revered family and friends. He should not be going through life alone.
"I don't think so," John said. "Your father, the almighty Maximilian Carter, did a good job erasing any trace of our relationship."
Molly let out of long sigh.
"We were really in love at that time," Molly smiled with dreamy eyes.
"Yes, we were," John conceded.
"You were my first real boyfriend, you know? The first to cuddle and hold me close. The first to touch me, with your strong hands. The first inside me," she whispered, her cheeks blushing.
Molly felt once again as if she was eighteen. They'd been so happy, crazy in love. They'd had problems, sure. But they'd been young and in love for the first time. They'd believed they could overcome anything. Together they'd seemed strong, invincible. They'd learned differently.
"And then your father caught us in flagrante delicto," John muttered under his breath.
***
"What the hell were you doing?" Maximilian Carter shouted at his daughter, Molly.
Molly and John had been sneaking around the whole summer. Molly hadn't been able to resist the danger, the intrigue... and let's face it, the sex. But above all, she loved John. He was the one. She had no doubts about it. One day she was going to marry him.
However, Molly really couldn't blame her father this time. Finding a boy with his hands all over your valedictorian daughter would make any father murderous.
"None of your damn business, Dad," Molly snapped back, climbing off John's lap and pulling her skirt down.

John slid an uh-oh glance her way, but he kept quiet. He knew anything he said right now would only make things worse.
Maximilian Carter's mouth opened and shut like a fish thrown on the banks of a lake. "What did you say, young lady?"

"You heard me, Dad. I'm eighteen years old. Who I date and what I do with him is none of your business."

"You're not going out with this half-wit again," her father retorted.

"Half-wit?" Fury spread through her with such force her hands shook. "John has a higher IQ than you do."

"What?" John blurted.
Molly shrugged. "I peeked in the files when I was at the principal's office."

"Bad girl," John said with a smile.

"What have you got against John?" Molly demanded.

Her father's lip curled. "You mean besides the manure under his fingernails?"

John frowned at his hands which were perfectly clean.

Molly sighed. "Never mind. You never could see past your pompous nose."

"I didn't have to look far to find you two." Her father snapped.

"We..." John began, but Molly gave him an elbow in the stomach so he said "oof," instead.

"Molly," her father said, "you can do so much better."

"'Better is in the eye of the beholder."

Maximilian Carter lips tightened. "You aren't going to take up with John Harding."

"Watch me!" Molly leaned and kissed John's lips deeply. Her tongue was practically licking his tonsils.

Her father's face flushed. John thought she needed to stop baiting him before he had a stroke, right on Panoramic Point, the unofficial kissing spot in Middletown.

"Let me put it this way," he said. "If I see you with him again, you better find a new place to live."

Molly shrugged. "Fine by me. Do you want me to move out tonight? John has plenty of room on his father's farm."

"Molly, you can't..." John stopped speaking when she narrowed her eyes.

Her father appeared shocked. Had he actually thought that threat would work?

"Then, I have no other choice than to have John arrested for statutory rape."

"What? Are you out of your mind, father?" Molly screamed at him.

"We're both eighteen years old, sir," John said.

"Yeah, but that's not what I'm going to say. I'm going to tell everyone that you took advantage of my innocent daughter while she was still a minor. I'm going to paint you as a gold digger," her father said in a firm voice. "I can pull a lot of strings and call some personal favors to make your life miserable, John Harding. Maybe I won't win in the end, but I'll make sure to present such a strong case that I'll plant the seed of doubt in everyone's minds."

Molly jerked back as if she'd been hit. "You wouldn't dare to do something like that, father! Statutory rape is a serious offense. You'll ruin John's life. Are you really such a monster?"

"Watch me." An evil smile spread across Maximilian Carter's face.

"Fine. You might have won this battle, father. But you have just lost me. You've interfered in my life for the very last time."

Molly broke up with John as soon as her father left.

"You can't be serious, Molly. You know I love you, and I know you love me too. What we have is real."

"Don't you think I know that? But you don't know my father. If we defy him, he won't rest till you end in jail and your father ruined," Molly sobbed through her tears.

"We'll run away together. We'll elope."

Molly shook her head, despite her tears he saw determination.

"I'm sorry, John. I'm really sorry. I can't let you ruin your life for me."

The next day Molly was gone. She completely disappeared without a word, a letter, or a phone call. She traveled around the world. Jumping from one country to another, doing something, anything, staying busy. Trying to forget him.

****
Molly's tears streamed down her round cheeks.

"I have no doubts in my mind that my father would have done exactly what he told us he would do. It was hard, but I would have done anything to protect you. That same night, I told my father I wanted to travel around Europe. The next morning I was already on a plane to Paris. I returned three years later, hoping for a second chance with you. However, you were already married with that slut... sorry, with Ginger," Molly said between sobs.
"Slut suits her just fine, Molly. Tell me one thing, I understood why you broke up with me, I even got why you went away to Europe for a while, but I never understood why you didn't send me a line asking me to wait for you. You just wrote me off."
"It wasn't fair to ask you that, John. My father would have always interfered in my life. He would have always tried his best to make our lives miserable. I couldn't let him do that to you. And he would have done it, trust me. He was a very powerful and influential man, he knew all kinds of people. He could have crippled you, ruined your father's farm and forced him out of business... He would have never accepted the idea of me marrying a farmer. In my family, you married for power or status," Molly sniveled, wiping the tears from her face.



"So, you never got married," John stated.
"That was my way to punish my father for what he did to us. He introduced me to one man after another, and I refused to marry any of them. They were all cut from the same cloth. Rich, arrogant, egocentric, over-confident..." Molly blew her nose with a tissue. "So, I used my college Trust Fund account to keep traveling around the world. Trying to forget you."

"You gave up a lot to protect me."
"It wasn't just to protect you, even when that was a big part of it. I was fighting my own battle for my freedom." She shrugged. "I knew how much I had pissed my father off when he died and the only thing he left me in his will was the inn and a small trust fund with a monthly allowance. The rest of our fortune went to my sister, Joan, and Uncle Marcus, his brother."
John nodded, lost in his thoughts. For years he'd nursed his anger, his pain, his loathing because that was the only way he could go on without her. He had to believe that she'd left him without a backward glance, that she had never mourned all they had lost. In his mind, Molly had cowardly gone on to live a glamorous life, leaving him to muddle through alone.
One glimpse into her eyes had shown him a truth he had never allowed himself to consider. Molly was still raw, still bleeding. She was broken inside, just like him.
"The only good thing I got from my marriage with Ginger was Red. She was a good-for-nothing. She couldn't cook, she couldn't do laundry, she couldn't thread a sewing needle, she couldn't play children's games with Red. She wasn't even good in bed."
Molly laughed. "I went to see you after the divorce. But you shut me down."
"It wasn't personal, Molly. I shut down every woman that visited me. I wasn't myself at that time. The last thing on my mind was getting in a relationship again. I focused on raising Red, and repairing the damage his mother had caused him with her cheating. He was only fourteen at that time."
"You should be proud," Molly said. "Red grew up into a fine man."
CHAPTER 4
The next morning, Molly joined Laura in the kitchen.
"Mind if I have a word with you?" Molly asked her niece, Laura, bringing two cups of mint tea.
"Of course not," Laura motioned her aunt to the screened-in back porch at the rear of the large inn.
The morning was pleasantly warm.
"What's with the frown, Auntie? Everything okay?" Laura asked and then sipped her tea.
Molly sat in a cushioned wicker chair, opposite her niece. "I want to talk with you about this plan of yours to fix me up with John."
Laura brow lifted. She glanced at her aunt with the kind of understanding that required no words. "John told you," she said finally.
Molly nodded. "Yes, he did. But I knew it all by myself too."
"Kat devised this plan to help John. You know he has socially withdrawn from women since his divorce. So, when she told me what she was trying to do, I thought about you. You're alone too. You never got married. I think it would be a good thing for both of you," Laura explained to her aunt.
Molly played with her hands, which she only did when she was nervous. "Look, I don't want to mess with your plan, but... Are you sure John is ready to move on?"
Laura fought to suppress a smile. "Are you ready to take a chance on him?"
Molly shrugged. "I don't know, darling. What if things don't work between us?"
Laura squeezed Molly's hand gently, "What if they do?"
"I'm not sure which option terrifies me more, sweetie." Molly finished her tea in silence, stood up, and went back to the inn.
****
John Harding began his day as he had begun every day since he was a teen, milking cows.
Of course, a few things had changed over time. As a child, he'd followed his father from cow to cow while he swabbed off udders and attached milking machines. His dad would pour the milk from the machine into a pail, change the filter, toss the used one to a barn cat, and then methodically hook up another cow before dragging the full pail to the milk house and emptying it into a cooler.
In the intervening years, a genius had come up with the idea of bringing the cows to a milking parlor and pumping the milk from the machine directly to the cooler.
The new way was worlds better than the old one, but it still meant bending to hook up the milking machine.
When he was done, John stretched his back, climbed on his horse and went for a ride.
The sun was high in the sky, spreading golden fingers of light across the fields when he came back. There was a bite in the air this morning. He smelled snow in the future. Better repair the hole in the barn roof while he still could. He tied his horse to a nearby fence and set up the ladder.
"The farm is getting old, just like me," he thought.
He climbed up the ladder, carrying the necessary tools and materials to repair the roof.
He had just reached the top of the ladder when a car turned into his lane. The crunch of gravel beneath tires grew louder as the vehicle came closer.
John didn't have many visitors since he divorced his cheating wife years ago. He had been lonely, though he would never admit it. He had a farm to run and little time for fooling around. Not that he was the fooling-around type.
His fingers clenched on the hammer reminiscing of times when his life had been full of fun, and so had he. His talk with Molly had brought back all those memories. Then, one day, life wasn't happy anymore. His wife had cheated on him. She had fallen in love with another man. Maybe she never loved him. His throat went thick; his stomach churned. The hammer came down harder and harder, like trying to bang away every hurting thought.
He had never felt so humiliated, disgusted, and appalled in his whole life. He slammed the hammer onto a nail with undue force.
When John began to remember, when he felt lonely and depressed, he turned to the farm, to his work. Over the past years, this place and his responsibilities to it had saved him more times than he cared to count.
The sudden and strident sound of honking car horns drew his attention. He leaned trying to get a glimpse of the visitor.
Molly climbed down from the car, looked up, and waved at John. "Hi, John. I decided to visit you. I hope you don't mind. I thought we could have lunch together. There are too many leftovers from Thanksgiving, I also found some photos of us in an old shoebox."
John looked down, "Sure, Molly, just let me finish here..."
Molly moved closer to the ladder, stepping behind the horse.
"Molly! Come around to his front. Let the horse see you. One kick and he'll break all your ribs in one blow."
However, the warning came too late. The horse kicked the ladder and John fell to the ground.
Molly screamed when John hit the ground. His hands took the brunt of the blow. Still, the force with which he'd fallen brought his head forward, and his temple connected with the ground with a sickening thunk. He lay still.
Molly's heart beat so fast she couldn't think, could scarcely breathe. She took one step and John turned over with a groan and moved on his own.
She knelt at his side and he reached up to touch his forehead.
"Don't move," she touched his wrist, and John let out a hiss of pain and jerked his arm in toward his belly.
"Where does it hurt?" Molly asked John.
"Where doesn't it?"
"Where does it hurt the most?" she clarified.
He tried to sit up and collapsed again. "My wrists. Damn!"
"Please, don't try to move." She glanced at the hands he cradled protectively against his body. They were scraped, but they hadn't started to swell. Yet.
She lifted her gaze to his face, which was another story. "You've got a goose egg on your forehead the size of Manhattan."
"Well, that explains the headache. I hate New York. Big noisy, smelly city."
Her lips twitched.
"I'll drive you to the hospital," she offered.
"No, thanks. I'll be fine."
"Dam it, John! This is not a time to be stubborn! You can't drive yourself. Let me help you up." She reached for his arm and he flinched.
"I don't need your help or your pity, Ginger!" he growled.
Molly gasped at the fury in his voice and on his face. Molly's eyes glanced at the knot on his head. "Do you know who I am? What month is this?"
"You're Molly Carter," he said squinting his eyes as he tried to focus on her face. "And it's November. I haven't lost my mind, Molly, not since I married that slut, anyway."
The memory of how he'd managed to survive the death of so many dreams made him uncomfortable. He felt naked.
"I'm sorry, John. I'm sorry I wasn't a good friend to you when you needed me. I should have been there for you. I should have come here more often."
"Why would you? I pushed away every woman that tried to come close to me."
Obviously, John hadn't forgotten his ex. He hadn't forgiven her, either. Molly could hardly blame him after what his ex did to him.
John struggled to stand, the task made difficult by the fact that he couldn't use his hands. Molly stood there a moment, and then said, "Let me help you."
As soon as John gained his feet, he strode away. He walked around the side of the barn, presumably in the direction of the house and his truck. Molly rushed after him.
He reached for the door handle of his truck, and then released it with a muffled curse. Molly crossed the remaining distance to her car, opened the passenger door, and raised a brow in his direction.
"Man! You're certainly stubborn. Stop acting all macho and let me help you, John! Now is not the time."
He sighed, defeated, and came around the front, frowning at her car the entire way.
"I'm not sure if I'll fit in this tiny car. Ever hear the term American made?" John asked.
"Ever hear the term bite me?"
He blinked, and for a minute, she thought he might laugh. Instead, he clamped his lips and folded his body into her small Japanese car.
CHAPTER 5
The ride to the hospital was blissfully silent, except for the thunderous pain inside John's head and the pulsing pain coming from his wrists.
John found himself staring at Molly's shoes. His gaze wandered up to her legs, she had always had spectacular legs, among other things. What was she thinking wearing high heels and a skirt to a dairy farm?
Back then, when John knew Molly had gone to Europe, he felt like his heart had been ripped out of his chest. She had given up on their love without a real fight. Her leaving had probably been the best thing for him, legally, but it didn't make it hurt less.
He found himself alone, with no one to talk to, no one to share his grief with. Finally, he hooked up with Ginger as a rebound. She was available and ready to get married and get out of her parents' home. He was lonely and hurt and wanting to forget Molly.
They reached the hospital in short order. She pulled up to the emergency room entrance and parked in a loading zone. John managed to get out of the car without Molly's help, though it wasn't easy.
"I'll ask for a wheelchair," Molly offered.
"My legs are fine, Molly."
John knew he was being foolish and stubborn, but he couldn't help it.
As soon as they entered the waiting room, Molly's gaze flicked around the place. A few words to the nurse at the desk, and she guided them to the doctor's office as if they were first in the line.
John watched her in amazement. Molly knew exactly what to say to get what she wanted with minimal trouble or time. She was a Carter after all. She was in charge from the moment they entered the building.
With difficulty, John pulled his attention from the sight of Molly to the doctor at his side.
"Did you lose consciousness, John?"
He remembered falling, hitting the ground, pain in his head, his wrists, the sight of Ginger, believing she was a dream...
"I must have for a brief moment," he muttered.
"Mhm," The doctor scribbled something on his clipboard.
"Is that bad?"
"I think we'll keep you here for a few hours, just in case."
"In case what?"
"I need to run some tests first, John," the doctor said, deflecting his question. "Looks like you did a number on those wrists."
"They hurt like hell," John admitted. "How bad are they?"
"One's broken, maybe both. We'll take you to an X-ray in a minute. But it's your head I'm worried about."
"Me, too," Molly said. The knot on his head had grown even bigger.
John glanced up. Molly watched him warily. Suddenly he remembered she used to smell like fresh-cut lavender, and she tasted like wild honey. He shook his head to make the images go away. He must have hit his head very hard to be thinking about the scent of her skin and the taste of her lips.
"I'll have someone bring his insurance card." Molly smiled and touched the doctor's arm.
The doctor nodded and strode away.
Molly had always wanted to be a lawyer, which John had thought was an odd choice for a girl who didn't care to follow the rules. But then again, how many juvenile delinquents wound up as cops or preachers? In any case, she had never gone to college.
"How bad is it, Molly? Don't sugarcoat the truth to me," John asked.
"You're not going to die if that's what you're thinking. The doctor doubts you cracked your skull, and so do I."
"Why's that?"
"It would take something harder than falling from a ladder to bust your thick skull, John Harding," she joked to lighten his mood.
"Nice. Kick a man when he's down," he said trying to be funny, but he hadn't been in so long, he seemed to have lost the talent.
Something flickered in Molly's eyes, and for a moment he thought she might cry. Instead, she straightened her shoulders and said, "I'm going to call Red to let him know what happened."
Molly took out her phone from her purse and left the room before John could say otherwise.
As soon as Red heard the news, he rushed to the hospital with his wife, and Molly informed them what had happened.
"How is Dad going to take care of himself and the farm with two broken wrists?" Red said aloud to no one in particular.
Molly had been feeling so guilty she hadn't thought past the initial tragedy. "He might not have two broken wrists."
Red waved off the rationalization. "One is enough. I can spare a couple of hours a day, but not the whole day. We can hire someone to take care of the farm work. I'm not worried about that. But Dad is going to need help in the house, he won't be able to cook or clean. He won't even be able to dress by himself. I can't move back to the farm and be there with him 24/7. Should we hire a nurse?"
Kat snorted, "Do you know your father, Love? Do you think he will allow a strange woman to undress him or bathe him?"
"A male nurse then?" Red suggested.
This time both, Molly and Kat laughed. "Right, because your father is going to feel comfortable being naked in front of another man," Kat said.
Red twisted his mouth.
"I'll help him," Molly said. "I'll do it. I can cook, I can clean, I can do the laundry, and he can't boss me around as he would do with a nurse, male or female."
Red looked at his wife and she smiled and nodded.
"Percy and Laura can take good care of the inn. They don't need me. I'll be happy to help."
CHAPTER 6
By the end of the day, they knew John had both wrists broken, and a concussion. Thankfully, the CT-scan showed no evidence of a spinal cord injury or damage to his brain, which caused a profound flood of relief in everyone.
When John was finally released, he had a matching set of slings and had been provided with plenty of drugs and orders to keep his wrists above his heart as much as possible for the next several days to reduce the swelling. Only then would he receive two casts.
Molly did a quick stop at the inn, to pack a suitcase with some clothes and her toiletries and rushed back to her car.
She was going to be there for him this time. She owed John. Not only for what had happened today but for what had happened before. Maybe if she could do something for him now, he might be able to get over what had happened in the past.
John watched Molly with his arms crossed over his chest, not by choice, but because of the slings supporting them. A frown creased his swollen forehead as he contemplated the suitcase in her hand.
Molly climbed down the steps of the inn, put her suitcase in the trunk, and stepped inside the car.
"What's that suitcase for, Molly?"
"I'm moving in with you until you can take care of yourself, John. Someone has to."
His eyebrows shot up.
"Like hell."
"Yes, I'm sure it will be," she smiled, started her car, and drove to the farm.
"You don't have to do this, Molly."
When they arrived at the farm, Molly helped John to get out of the car and opened the front door for him.
"No one is blaming you for what happened," John insisted, sitting at the kitchen table.
"I want to do it. I feel responsible, John. I walked behind that horse. You fell off the ladder because of me. You could have died." Molly's eyes burned, and she blinked hard and fast.
She plowed past him and into the kitchen. There wasn't much he could do to stop her with both arms strapped to his chest.
"I already talked about this with Red and Kat. Your family will help here as much as they can, but they have lives of their own and a business to take care of. I'm the only one who is dispensable."
"I don't need your help."
Molly set the suitcase on a chair. "Of course you do! You can't cook, you can't hold a spoon, you can even go to the bathroom by yourself."
"Are you going to wipe my ass too, Molly?"
Molly smiled. "If I have to, of course I will. You had a nice one if memory serves me well."
John let out a long sigh.
"Please, John, let me do this for you. I feel responsible."
"Responsible? Why? It was an accident, Molly. Shit happens."
"I hurt you again. Maybe I should stay away from you."
He nodded, "Maybe you should. You're good at hurting me and running away."
"Dammit, John! I'm not running away this time," she exploded. Then she saw him smirk and realized he'd been baiting her. She took a deep breath, counted to ten, and tried again.
"I'll stay here until you can take care of yourself."
"Why does it have to be you?"
"My question exactly." She rubbed between her eyes with her thumb. "Do you have a better idea?"
"Yeah, anyone but you. I could hire someone."
"Really, John? Would you feel comfortable with a strange person changing your clothes, helping you to bathe, or washing your underwear?"
John sighed in defeat. She was right, of course.
"I'll put my suitcase in the guest room."
He grunted, which she took as a yes because it wasn't a no. She grabbed her bag and went into the guest room.
Once she was alone, she sat on the bed and held her head in her hands. This was the chance she had been praying for. She would be living with John for a couple of months.
Molly's eyes were caught by the mirror atop the vanity. Time rolled back and she could see her teenage self sitting on the bed, staring into the antique fogginess of the glass.
"Mirror, mirror on the wall, who's the one he loves most of all?"
The words echoed in the room. Had she actually said them? She wasn't sure. But childhood games were best left in childhood, along with the answer to that question.
Molly backed out of the room and returned to the kitchen, where John stared out the window at the bright lights of the barn. She could tell by the set of his shoulders that he wanted to be out there with the animals instead of in here with her.
"I'll fix you something to eat."
"I'm not hungry."
"I am. Laura packed a basket for us with Thanksgiving leftovers."
Molly sat at his side, hugged John softly, and rested her head on his shoulder.
"The only way you're going to get better is if you take care of yourself. And the only way you can do that is if I do everything for you. So you're eating. You're taking your meds. You're going to rest. You're not lifting a finger..."



"As if I could."
She smiled at him. "Exactly. I'm glad we're on the same page."
She placed the food on the fridge and fixed two turkey sandwiches with tomato, lettuce, and mayonnaise dressing.
Moments later, she plopped a sandwich in front of John and sat down across from him with another for herself. "Looks good," he murmured.
John continued to sit in his chair, not eating, almost as though he were waiting for the sandwich to leap up and bite him.
"Oops, sorry." Molly jumped to her feet, came around the table, and picked up the sandwich. Then she held it to his lips as if he were a baby.
His breath brushed her knuckles. He opened his mouth, took a bite, swallowed. There had never been anyone for her but him. Hundred of memories came rushing back
Seemingly unaffected by the intimacy of their situation, John took another bite, then another. His teeth grazed her thumb and his lip slid along her finger. A shudder bolted through her body.
Molly gasped, dropping the sandwich into his lap. He jerked his head back, leaped to his feet, and the bread landed on the floor with a wet plop, an instant before his chair fell over with a clatter.
Their eyes met. He no longer appeared indifferent. She took one step toward him.
"I'm going to bed," John said abruptly.
"I... uh... want to..." she paused, confused.
"Touch you, kiss you, hold you," thought Molly
"...help you with your shirt... the buttons. Your pants...," Molly gulped.
She wanted to open his shirt and discover if his chest was still silky smooth, or if a fine down of hair trailed across his belly and disappeared into his jeans.
She'd known him intimately in the past. She had explored every inch of his body in her dreams. But the man John had become was far different from the boy he had been or the man in her imagination.
Molly rubbed her forehead. "Let me help you get undressed."
"As tempting an offer as that is, no thank you," John's voice was sharp.
"You can't sleep in your clothes."
"Sure I can." He strode toward the stairs that led from the front hall to the bedroom above. Molly scurried after him and entered his room.
"At least, let me take off your shoes."
John hesitated.
"Please, John. Let me do something. I'm here to help."
Maybe it was the please. Maybe he really wanted his shoes off. Whatever it was, he let out an exasperated sigh, sat on the bed, and nodded. Without waiting for a reply, Molly rushed forward, knelt, and tugged at the laces of his ankle-high boots.
When the second one came loose she stumbled backward, nearly fell. For an instant, John's lips curved in a smile. Molly looked at him and laughed.
Finally, she straightened.
"Good night, John."
"Good night, Molly. And thank you. I truly appreciate what you're doing."
CHAPTER 7
The pain pills mercifully knocked John out for most of the night. But long before dawn he rolled onto his wrists and woke both the pain and himself.
John took another pill and, in a few minutes, fell asleep again. He was dreaming a beautiful dream when someone shook his body and woke him up.
He opened his eyes to find Molly staring at him with a worried expression on her face.
"For Christ's sake, Molly! What time is it?
"It's five in the morning," Molly said. "I was supposed to wake you every two hours, but I fell asleep. Are you okay? Does your head hurt?"
"Yes, but only because you are shouting at me and shaking me like a martini mixer."
He flopped back down on his pillows.
"I was worried when you wouldn't open your eyes."
"I was sound asleep, Molly," John replied.
She'd slept in flannel man-style pajamas, nothing sexy or revealing.
He had his usual Morning Glory and felt embarrassed. He would have wanted to lay her down on the bed and bury himself inside her body. It shamed him to want her. Would the desire ever go away? There was an alternative method to relieve desire, but, unfortunately, he was fresh out of hands.
Perhaps a shower, preferably ice-cold, would do the trick. But even if he could manage the removal of his clothes and the mechanism on the shower, he couldn't wash by himself.
Hell, he was lucky he didn't have to pee, though that would not be the case forever. The enormity of what he could not do swamped him.
The distant low of a cow and the murmur of a man's voice tugged John out of bed and to the window. Lights sprang to life in the barn, their yellow glow spreading through the windows and across the hood of Red's truck.
John let out a sigh of relief. Help had arrived. "Would you ask Red to come here to help me with my morning routine, please?
Molly sighed and nodded. "Sure, John. I'll get breakfast ready."
Molly went out to greet Red and passed on his father's request.
Half an hour later both men came down and sat at the kitchen table.
Molly tilted her head. John was wearing a new shirt and sweatpants instead of jeans. Good idea. In those, he should be able to manage personal tasks with the use of his fingertips and thumb.
They did small talk during breakfast, and then Red went out to milk the cows.
"Next time I would prefer eggs instead of cereal, Molly. Red was too polite to say something but I know he prefers bacon and eggs too."
"Okay, no problem. I can handle scrambled eggs and bacon. It's just there wasn't any in the fridge."
John's smile charmed her. He might be grumpy and moody, but his smile could still reach into her heart and squeeze just a little.
"What?" she asked when he continued to stare at her.
"You'll have to get the eggs."
"Fine, I'll get dressed and go to the store," she said. "I'll make a grocery list."
He laughed and shook his head. "Eggs come from chickens."
"I thought chickens came from eggs."
John's grin got wider. "The eggs are in the henhouse, look underneath the chickens."
"Duh, right. Do chickens come with an instruction manual?" she joked.
"I can have cereal," John offered. "I don't mind."
Molly was tempted, but if she let herself be intimidated by something as simple as gathering eggs, she'd never win her own personal war. "No. I like scrambled eggs too."
"Okay, I'll give you some pointers if you don't mind," John smiled at her again, and her mind went back in time to the first time they'd met.
John used to play football. He had been the quarterback, Molly, a cheerleader.
John had won the game. They'd gone to a party in the woods. Bonfires and beer cans. The laughter too loud, the population too dense. She'd only wanted to be with him. He'd held out his hand, and she'd gone into the darkness with him gladly.
They'd walked. Talked. Kissed. Sat on the hood of his truck, then crawled into the back.
To an eighteen-year-old girl, his strength, his bravery, his willingness to put himself on the line for the team had seemed epic. That night he had become her first, just as she had become his.
She had loved him, lost him and so much more. She let out a sigh as she walked to the henhouse. She couldn't seem to stop missing what could have been.
CHAPTER 8
Molly contemplated the chickens. She snatched a basket from the wall and approached the nearest hen. She'd never gathered eggs before. Her parents owned a mansion, not a farm. They have a cook. Her mother had always kept her close, tried to teach her how to become a lady of society. So she was never taught how to get an egg out from underneath a chicken. But how hard could it be?
She approached slowly, cautiously, hand outstretched, mind focused on taking shallow breaths through her mouth and thinking of nothing but the chicken. The instant she touched feathers, the hen pecked her hard enough to draw blood.
"Ouch!" She jumped back, bumped the nesting boxes on the other side, and caused a small, cackling riot, which sent feathers shooting in every direction.
When the hens quieted, she tried again, with similar results. Annoyed, frustrated, furious, she refused to give up. One thing Molly had never been short on was stubbornness.
Ten minutes later, her hands were bleeding, her hair was full of feathers and her basket was still empty.
John waited and then he waited some more. How long did it take to grab an egg or two? He hauled himself to his feet and headed for the chicken coop.
He heard the ruckus as soon as he stepped out of the house. The door wide open, feathers sputtered out along with furious squawks.
John peeked inside just as Molly crept toward a hen already fluffed to twice its size with outrage. John could almost see that chicken brain at work. There is no way this amateur is going to get my hard-laid egg!
"You're not doing it right," he said.
Molly gasped and spun around. Her hair was white with feathers, and her hands ran rivulets of blood. His amusement faded at the sight. He raised his gaze to her face, and the tear tracks made him take a step toward her. Had she been crying because of the chickens or despite them?
"Forget the damn eggs," he snapped. "They're not worth bleeding over."
"If I don't get them, who will?"
"Red."
"Uh-uh. No way! He's taking care of the farm work and your morning routine already. What am I doing wrong?" Molly demanded, cutting him a sideways glare.
He hesitated. If he refused to tell her, would she give up and go inside? The set of her mouth and the narrowing of her eyes told him that wasn't likely. She was going to do this with or without his help. John sighed.
"Don't bother to be polite," he directed. "Just dart in. Grab the egg and get out from under before she knows what hit her. From the looks of your hand, you're giving them too much time to think."
"Chickens think?"
"They've outsmarted you."
Molly pressed her lips together but said nothing. She took a deep breath. "Okay, here I go."
She darted in and yanked out an egg. It exploded in her fist. Silence settled over the chicken coop.
"Not bad. Just don't grab it so hard," John instructed.
As egg slime slid over her fingers and dripped onto her shoes John held his breath, uncertain if she would burst into tears, laugh or throw a chicken at him.
She did none of them. Instead, she shook the egg off her hand, shifted to another chicken, and tried again... and again till she had enough eggs for a week. John found himself reluctantly impressed with her determination. If only she'd been half as determined about their relationship as she was about the eggs.
She raised her hand holding an egg with a triumphant smile on her face. Her smirk of triumph had John smiling too.
The two of them shared a smile, and for a minute John saw what their life might have been like if she hadn't vanished from the face of the Earth.
"You thought I was going to give up, didn't you?"
He tilted a brow. "It crossed my mind."
"Mine, too," she admitted. "But I'm not. I said I'd stay until you were able to take care of yourself, and I will."
The slamming of a car door broke the moment, John and Molly came out to find a woman everyone knew too well, Margaret Caldwell. She had dressed up and, by the way she was gawking at John, Molly thought it was obvious why she was there.
John let out a growl. He must have seen the intention in her eyes too. He'd always been pretty good at reading at people. "Good morning, Margaret. Is there anything I can do for you?"
Margaret eyed Molly and twisted her mouth to the side and said, "I didn't know you had company."
Molly combed her hair with her fingers, doing her best to get rid of the feathers. She was aware she looked awful, compared with Margaret. She was still in her pajamas, with egg slime on her hands and feathers pretty much everywhere.
"Molly is staying here with me to help with the house chores till my wrists heal," John explained raising his hands from the slings.
"As soon as I heard about your accident I came here to offer my help too. I baked you an apple pie." Margaret said coming closer to John.
"I seriously doubt you can bake anything without burning it." Molly thought biting her lower lip. "I bet you bought it at the bakery. The only thing you can do right is getting drunk. Poor Margaret, no one is buying your act."
"Come inside, Margaret," Molly invited her with a fake smile on her face.
Margaret grabbed John's arm, but he winced in pain.
"Sorry, John."
"It okay, Margaret, just don't touch me. Especially my arms."
CHAPTER 9
Molly marched across the yard, up the steps, and right past Margaret and John without a glance. They all went into the kitchen, where Molly washed the egg slime and blood from her hands. The pecks on her hands burned when the water hit them.
"Eggs are good for your skin, I hear," Margaret said with a smirk. "But I think you're supposed to eat them, not wear them."
"I would smash every egg I collected on your head with pleasure," Molly thought, smiling at Margaret with gritted teeth.
"Why don't you take a shower and change, Molly?" John suggested quickly. He could feel the tension in the air the same way animals feel a storm approaching.
"I will, thank you."
She went to her room to make herself presentable. She glanced at herself in the mirror. A surprised snort of laughter escaped. She looked like an actress in a cheap sci-fi movie, "Attack of the Chicken People."
She showered and came back to the kitchen, wearing clean clothes and toweling her hair.
Margaret had cut a piece of apple pie and was helping John to eat it. She cleaned every imaginary crumb from his lips with her manicured finger.
Molly made some coffee, and pulled a chair close to John.
Margaret scooped up some pie and placed the spoon into John's mouth. The clink of a spoon against the plate was the only sound for quite a while. Then Molly helped him to drink his coffee. She had great pleasure watching Margaret's expression while she fed John. Truth was, he was embarrassed by being fed like a baby, but he was also hungry. Besides, it wasn't a secret he couldn't feed by himself.
"Fancy a cup of coffee, Margaret?" Molly asked.
"No, thank you Where do you keep the drinks?" Margaret asked looking around.
"It's nine-thirty in the morning," John said, with a frown.
"Yeah, but you looked like you could use it to help you get in the mood," she said with a smile.
John grimaced. "The mood for what?"
"Fun." Margaret stood up, poured herself half a glass of scotch, and drank half of it in one gulp. "Drink up, John, it will loosen you up."
"I think I'll go to my room to lay down for a while if you don't mind. I'll let you two have fun," said John trying to stood up.
"Please, John, stay," Margaret pleaded, placing a hand on his arm again. He winced and pulled back.
"Oh sorry, John, I forgot."
"Again," he muttered under his breath,
John sat down again closer to Molly.
Margaret fixed herself another drink and started chatting non-stop. She told John all that stupid gossip about people nobody cared about, touching his shoulder any time she could. She poured herself a new glass of scotch and kept talking and drinking, still trying to touch John any time she could. He kept moving from her to avoid her touch.
He was clearly uncomfortable now.
Margaret finally stopped talking. In the silence that fell, the distant cackling of the hens intensified.
She tried to fill her glass again, but John stopped her. "I think you have drunk enough, Margaret."
"You should do something about your drinking problem, Margaret," Molly added with true concern.
"I don't have a drinking problem," she slurred.
"Yes, you do," John said, supporting Molly.
"I think I'm leaving now," Margaret muttered with embarrassment. She tried to stand up but stumbled on her feet.
"No, you won't. You can't drive in your state," John insisted.
Molly grabbed her purse to prevent her from getting her car keys. "Sit there and take lots of fresh air, sweetie. I'll call your daughter to come to fetch you. Happy hour is over."
John pressed his lips together and nodded.
Molly talked with Margaret's daughter on the phone and explained to her what had happened. Her mother's drinking problems weren't precisely a secret around town.
"Maybe it's time to start doing something about it," Molly suggested to Margaret's daughter when she came to fetch her. "There is an AA group that meet in church one night a week."
"I think I will take her, Molly. I'm not sure Mom's ready to admit her problem, but it's worth giving it a try," Margaret daughter's said. "Thank you for taking care of her."
Molly went back into the house. John was sitting there with a thoughtful expression on his face.
"She has been like this since her husband caught her cheating on him," John said to Molly while she cleaned the table.
"I'm not sure which came first, her drinking problem or her cheating," Molly opined.
John seemed to lose himself in his own thoughts again. He finally asked, "Why do you think Ginger cheated on me?"
Molly shrugged. "There are a lot of reasons why a woman cheats. I didn't know Ginger enough to offer you an explanation. She never really opened up to anyone."
"Till she opened up her legs to her lover," John said in a bitter voice.
"Why don't you ask Red about it? He got reacquainted with his mother before she passed away."
John nodded absentmindedly. "Before contacting his mother, he asked for my blessing, you know. I gave it to him, of course. It was never my intention to keep him away from his mother. That was entirely Red's choice. He was fourteen when he discovered the letters lover boy wrote to her, he was old enough to make his own choices. I just asked him to keep her out of my way."
Molly nodded. "Maybe it's time to have a talk with your son about it. He might offer you some information that might help you to get some closure."
John's nodded again. Molly could almost see the gears in his head working.
CHAPTER 10

Weeks passed, marked by the slowly fading bump on John's head. Things settled into a routine of sorts. John, who used to wake up before the sun, continued to do so. Red helped him to go through his morning routine and get dressed. Then, they walked to the barn, and John listened to the news while his son milked the cows.
When they were done, they went back into the house, where Molly was already up making breakfast. However, that particular morning, Molly wasn't there.
"Did Molly go out?" Red asked.
"Not that I know," John answered with a frown. "I'll check on her."
Thing was, Molly hadn't fallen asleep until well past midnight, and then only after she'd cried herself silly. She had been emotional without any particular reason. Her emotions fluctuated all the way across the spectrum lately. To top that off, her room had been so hot she'd woken up several times, heart thundering, mind searching for the reason she was dripping with sweat.
Footsteps sounded on the staircase. Groaning, she pulled the covers over her head. She felt awful. She was hot beneath the covers so she threw them back, sat up, and screamed.
John leaned against the door, staring at her. Her scream didn't even make him jump. Instead, he regarded her calmly, curiously. She'd always loved the way he looked at her, telling her everything without saying a word. Or so she'd romanticized about him.
"Good morning, Molly. Are you okay?" John asked her.
"I overslept."
"You?"
The shock in his voice reflected her own. Molly Carter never overslept. She used to wake up with the sun to take care of her chores at the inn. There was too much to do on any given day to waste even a minute snoozing.
"Yes, me. I didn't sleep well last night."
"I'm sorry to hear that. Stay in bed. I'll ask Red to make breakfast."
"No, I'll do it. I'm awake now."



Molly prepared a mean bowl of cereal and scrambled eggs with bacon. She had managed to dominate the chickens after that first day. She still nursed several pecks on her hands, and her fingernails were a thing of the past, but she didn't give up, and the squawking had faded to a minimum.
"We could go grocery shopping," Molly suggested after Red left.
"No reason to grocery-shop today," he said twisting the mouth at the idea. "I need to go to town tomorrow and get these casted." He held up his arms. "You can shop then."
"Okay."
The next day, Molly drove John to the hospital and ushered him into the waiting room of the orthopedic surgeon, located in an office building attached to the hospital. Since John had the first appointment of the day, the waiting room was deserted. Molly checked him in, filling out the forms, after asking him the questions.
"You don't need me here, do you?" she asked biting her lower lip.
John shook his head. "It's not like you can hold my hand." He wiggled his splints and winked.
Molly smiled. At that moment, John looked exactly like the young boy she'd been unable to resist. In some ways, John was different, so remote and solemn she couldn't fathom her continued attraction; then he would say or do something that reminded her of every single reason she had adored him.
Temptation beckoned once more. She could stay, help him pick out colors for his casts, pretend to be his wife, and continue to be seduced by everything she had put behind her. Or she could do what was best for them both.
"I want to go to the inn to check how Laura and Percy are doing. Then I'll run some errands."
"Okay. Take your time"
Two hours later, Molly picked John up at the doctor's office and stuffed him back into her car.
"Modern medicine is unbelievable." John admired his shiny new casts. "You know with these I can take a shower, go swimming, and even wash a cow if I want to."
"And why would you want to?"
He grinned and asked, "Because they're there?"
She didn't smile. She didn't even roll her eyes. She had other things on her mind. In fact, she was lost in her own thoughts, but John was too excited about modern medicine to notice at the moment.
"You remember what casts used to be like? Heavy and white. You couldn't do a damn thing when you had one on."
"Which might have been the point."
He ignored her, holding his arms out in front of him and turning them from here to there, while he muttered, "Amazing!"
***
Some days later, Red and John walked into the kitchen, but Molly wasn't there as usual.
"Where is Molly?" Red asked his father. "Did she oversleep again?"
"No, she had an appointment with the Ladies doctor."
"Ladies doctor? Did you knock her up or something?" Red asked with a grin.
"Of course not! What kind of man do you think I am?" John retorted, sounding peeved.
"A healthy man with a healthy sex drive, who haven't got laid in several years?" Red shot back.
"Molly is a lady, not some cheap slut like your mother."
Red raised his eyebrows at his father's outburst. "I'll make breakfast."
John regretted his words immediately after sprouting them. "Sorry, Son. That was completely uncalled-for."
Red placed a hand on his father's shoulder. "No offense taken, Dad. I know how you feel about Mom, even after all these years. I didn't go easy on her either."
John just nodded, and then asked Red out of the blue, "Did you talk with your mother about what she did?"
Red scratched the back of his head. This was so like his dad. No beating around the bush. Straight to the point. He was sure his father had been intending to ask him this question since he met with his mother years ago.
"Yes, Dad. The subject did come up."
Red didn't say anything else and kept making breakfast in silence.
"And? What did she have to say about what she did? Did she offer you some explanation for her cheating? I read that a lot of people who have been cheated on by their spouse, want to know why. It's something that is just there and lingers," John's words came out rushed and anxious. Part of him had been dreading to know the answer.
Red took a moment to order his thoughts, and when he finally spoke, he chose his words carefully, "The first word that came out from mom's mouth was selfishness. She said she was selfish. She only thought about herself."
John nodded, pressing his lips together.
"She never blamed you for anything. She said she wasn't made to live on a farm. She always hated it. She said she got married to you too young and found herself being a wife and mother, and not being ready for either of those roles. So, when this... man offered her a way out, she took it," Red kept explaining. He could see his father's tension disappearing from his body.
"So, she never loved him?" John asked a bit puzzled.
"I think mom loved herself more than she loved anyone else. Her needs came first ahead of yours, mine, or that guy she cheated with. I asked her if she loved you and she confessed that she did to a certain degree, but not as you deserved."
John moved his head up and down slowly.
"Thank you, Red. You gave me a lot to think about."
Molly came back some hours later. She changed into her new overalls and rolled the sleeves of her shirt up to just below her elbows. She looked like a true farm woman.
John was in the kitchen using a paper towel to mop up spilled milk. She joined John and helped him to clean.
"What were you trying to do when you spilled the milk?"
"Make cereal." John wiggled his casted arms. "The sturdiness of the casts enables me to accomplish more with my fingers. But they don't quite work like they used to, and when I picked up the milk..." he shrugged. "I dropped it."
"Why did you bother?"
"Because I was hungry?"
"You could have waited for me. After all, that's why I'm here."
"Figured you would be tired. You went out early today," John said.
"I went to the doctor, and then visited the inn," Molly eyed his milk-sopped shirt. "First things first. Let's get this off."
She reached for the buttons.
"It's all right, Molly."
"You spilled milk, John. Even I know that in a few hours you're going to smell like unwashed feet."
He raised a brow. "You smell a lot of feet?"
"Not if I can help it."
His reluctant smile charmed her. This version of John might be different, but his smile could still reach into her heart and squeeze just a little.
John glanced at the clock above the sink. He was exhausted, and it wasn't even noon. Most days he'd have milked over a hundred cows; then, depending on the season, plowed, planted or picked corn, barley or hay, and all before lunch. He always had been so full of energy he made everyone else tired.
"Do you feel like taking a walk?" John asked Molly when they finished having breakfast. "I'm about to lose my mind if I just stay seated here all day long."
"We are invited to a party this evening," Molly said.
"We are?"
"Kat called me to remind me about Red Junior's first birthday."
"Oh my God! I forgot it was today," John exclaimed. "We need to buy him a present."
"Red didn't remind you about the party?" Molly asked John.
John shook his head.
"He must have forgotten. We talked about other things."
Molly looked at John waiting to see if he wanted to add something more, but he didn't.
"I'm looking forward to wearing something else besides these overalls," Molly said.
"You look great in any clothes you wear, Molly," John stood up and walked to the door. "Let's take a walk and think together about the present,"
"Good idea, it's a bit hot in here," she muttered, yanking at the collar of her blouse.
Her blouse was made of light cotton. John frowned. The Molly he remembered was always cold. He'd spent many enjoyable hours warming her up.
Her cheeks were flushed. He might have no idea what was the matter with Molly, but she was still the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen.
Molly followed John out the back door. They strolled down the gravel lane, which curved past the barn and headed up to the main road.
Even though the weather wasn't the best, damp, cool, and gray, John always felt better outside. Inside the house, he felt trapped. Walking his land brought him peace. There were so many things to see, so much to be done, so many animals both domestic and wild, that John was never truly alone.
He took a deep breath. Sure, he smelled manure. But to him, that just meant he was home.
"Kat told me to drop in around four," Molly said. "I'll help you get dressed around three. That will give us enough time to get a present for the baby. I was thinking about a memory book."
John nodded. "Great idea. I have one those."
They walked side by side, not speaking but comfortable in the silence.
They turned left at the end of the road until they were under the cover of a row of tall yew trees, trunks gnarled, branches twisted. The seeds and needles carpeted the ground beneath them.
"I think I never thanked you properly for doing this for me, Molly. I truly appreciate it. I know I'm not an easy person to live with."
"You're welcome, John. It's my pleasure."
CHAPTER 11
Red Junior's first-year birthday party was a very intimate event. Family and friends were gathered in the backyard of The Jammed.
Everyone was eating, drinking, talking, and joking, and the atmosphere was very relaxed. The cake, which was red, white and blue, was mounted on a little decorated table.
At some point, the birthday boy was put behind the table to be photographed with different sets of adult friends and relatives.
When the photo session was finished, everyone gathered around the birthday cake, lighted the candles, and sang "Happy birthday" to Red Junior. He had been all dressed up for the occasion and he was wearing a party hat.
Finally, Kat was able to relax and sat down with her friends holding a sleeping birthday boy in her arms. Laura and Mary were sitting at her sides cuddling their baby girls. Mary's daughter, Sabrina, was chatting with Tony, the chef of the restaurant.
"We tried to keep the party small," Kat explained to her friends. "I read on the internet that a room too crowded, even with familiar faces, may overwhelm a baby."
Laura and Mary nodded. The three mothers shared information about how to raise their children.
"Seems baby Red is going to have two gorgeous ladies fighting for his love when he grows up," Kat joked. "Both girls are gorgeous."
"Thank you, Kat," Laura smiled at her friend, "Lily is a true blessing!"
"Maggie is an angel too. Nothing like Sabrina was," Mary added smiling at her sleeping daughter.
"How are things going between Molly and John," Laura asked Kat.
"Getting information out of my husband is harder than breaking into Fort Knox," Kat told both women with a frustrated expression. "It seems things are not working as expected. I thought that once Molly and John were living under the same roof, things between them would progress, but apparently, they have not. He had friend-zoned her."
"How come?" Mary asked.
"Well, John doesn't let Molly dress him or undress him, so Red is the one who's helping John to change and shower," Kat explained.
"Do you think he is not comfortable having Molly around?" Mary enquired again.
"I think it's actually the opposite. He is afraid of feeling too comfortable with her. After all, it has been a long time since John was with a woman," Kat shared with her friends in whispers.
Mary and Laura nodded in agreement.
"Yeah, it must be hard for John, having Molly around," Laura added with a sassy smile. "Pun intended."
The three women laughed.
"I don't know what to do to bring those two together," Kat exclaimed letting out a long sigh.
"Well, I've prepared something for today," Laura said with a wicked smile.
Kat frowned. "Careful, Laura, I don't want anything to ruin my son's birthday party."
"It won't," Laura reassured Kat, and then muttered, "At least, I hope not."
At that moment, a tall handsome man approached Molly and John's table, as if he was waiting for his cue.
"Good evening, my name is Jack. Nice to meet you."
"I am Molly, nice to meet you too."
"I am John," he grunted eyeing the man standing in front of them.
"Are you two together?" Jack asked Molly.
"Yes..." John said.
"No, we are not," Molly corrected him. "We are just friends."
"In that case, would you do me the honor of joining me for a dance, Molly?" Jack asked offering his hand.
Molly just bit her lip, not sure what to do or say.
"I don't know...," she looked at John and he just shrugged and looked away.
"Okay, Jack. Let's dance."
Molly's eyes slid to John as they reached the dance floor, but she looked quickly away. If looks could kill, she and Jack would be corpses on the floor. Molly pulled back slightly when Jack held her tightly to his chest.
"Sorry, but John is watching," she muttered apologetically.
"I'm well aware of that," Jack winked at her. "Probably, I shouldn't have invited you to dance, but I couldn't resist when I saw you in this dress. You look gorgeous."
Molly flushed and glanced away, whispering, "Thank you, Jack."
"I can tell you haven't had anyone's hands on you for a while," Jack said conversationally. "You're as tense as a cat over water."
Molly grew tenser as Jack's hands moved to clasp her waist.
"Sorry," Molly muttered.
"It's quite alright."
They danced around to the sound of the music, making small talk. At their side, Tony was having a ball dancing with Sabrina. Very soon Molly relaxed, and they chatted and laughed. Jack was a charming man who always wore a smile.
Molly made an effort to keep her eyes on Jack. She didn't want to see John staring at her. Even so, she could feel his eyes burning holes into the back of her head.
Laura and Kat hurried to sit at John's side.
"Molly appears to have made a friend in this Jack guy," Kat commented to Laura watching the couple dance. "He dances very well."
"Hmmpfff," John exclaimed. "He looks like a smooth talker. Who invited this creep?"
Kat raised her eyebrows at his testy voice and eyed John silently.
"I did. He is Percy's main supplier. He's staying at the inn for a couple of days," Laura explained John. "I think Jack and Molly make a nice couple, what do you think?"
John just growled again.
"You're jealous, Dad, admit it," Kat stated, she placed her hand on John's arm and squeezed it gently.
That accusation from his daughter-in-law made him glance at her sharply with surprise. It was true. Jealousy had positively devoured him when Jack had put his arm around Molly. It was still eating at him like acid. The fact that Molly seemed to be having a good time with that moron just made it worse.
John would have wanted to wring Jack's neck, and he probably would have if he could use his hands. No man should touch Molly like that.
No man except him.
John forced himself to relax, but he could barely contain himself. That man was entirely too comfortable touching his woman.
Molly hadn't protested it either, he thought grimly. But then, she had no idea yet that she was his. She probably believed that John wanted her just as a friend.
"Have you told Molly how you feel about her, Dad?" Kat whispered in John's ear.
John glanced at his daughter-in-law at that soft question and then turned back to look at Molly. He shook his head slowly.
"Dad, you're afraid to open up because of what happened to you. I get it. You hide your feelings because you are afraid to be hurt again," Kat pointed out to her father-in-law. "I know what I'm talking about, Dad. I've been there. Trust me. It wasn't easy for me to let Red into my heart"
John grunted, but Kat could tell her father-in-law was listening carefully, now.
"You built a wall around yourself to protect your heart. At some point, you have to open up and allow that wall to come down."
John nodded, his eyes fixed on Molly and Jack.
"Opening up your heart is hard because you are letting people see your vulnerable side," Kat leaned her head on John's shoulder and whispered, "Making yourself vulnerable is never a sign of weakness, rather it means strength and authenticity."
Jack pulled Molly closer in a tight embrace, and John ground his teeth together, and once again considered wringing Jack's neck.
John knew what the man was doing. He hadn't missed how Molly had stiffened up and looked uncomfortable the first time Jack touched her. The man had obviously set out to get her used to his touching, by doing so in a nonsexual and non-threatening way as much as possible.
"Go and get her, Dad," Kat whispered, giving her father-in-law a gently push in the back.
Molly turned her head to glance back at John, but couldn't find him, and then gave a squeak of surprise as she found a wide black mass beside her. She raised her head to see him glowering down at her.
Kat elbowed Laura, and she elbowed Mary. The three women were watching the scene with a mix of awe and fear.
"If you can manage to tear yourself out of Jack's busy hands for a moment, I'd appreciate a word with you," he said coldly. His narrowed eyes were locked on Jack's face and his expression wasn't friendly.
"Right," Jack said wryly, but then frowned. "Will you be alright?"
Molly's mouth dropped open. She felt John tense behind her, and then she snapped her mouth closed and muttered to Jack, "Yes, I will. Thank you for the dance. I enjoyed it"
"It was my pleasure," Jack assured her, then he kissed Molly's hand and left.
Sighing at the testosterone suddenly flying around her, Molly caught John's arm and dragged him back to their chairs. All three girls had suddenly vanished. Pausing there, Molly turned and scowled at John, "First off, that was rude."
John snorted. "Rude? He was all over you," John roared. "Or didn't you notice where his hands were going?"
"Yes, I did. So what? It's not like we have something going, is it?" Molly paused and then shook her head.
Molly took a seat, and John sat at her side.
"You seemed to be having fun," somehow John made it sound like an accusation. If Molly noticed it, she chose to ignore it.
"I was," Molly grabbed a glass of Coke and drank half of it in one long gulp, "until you interrupted us."
"Did he invite you out?"
Molly looked at John. "I don't know how this is your business, but if you need to know, yes, he did," Molly paused. "There's nothing wrong with my accepting, and maybe letting him kiss me to see how it goes."
Molly was enjoying pulling John's chain.
When John stared at her, his face turned to stone, Molly said firmly, "Jack is a nice guy, and I enjoyed dancing with him. It's nice to be with a man who doesn't mind if I touch him."
Of course, Molly knew what Jack had been doing. She was also positive Laura had something to do with it. It was cute how jealous John was.
Jack approached their table, pulled out a chair next to Molly, and sat down.
"Is everything okay, Molly?" Jack asked with impeccable manners.
"Hmpffff," John grunted.
"Yes, Jack. Thank you for checking on me," Molly placed a hand on Jack's arm.
He smiled at Molly.
Molly chatted away with Jack, ignoring John's rude glares. The whole time, she was silently wishing Jack would leave. He was a nice guy, but the whole situation was beyond nerve-racking.
At some point, Jack excused himself and went back to his table.
"I'll call you, Molly," he said before leaving.
She just nodded absent-mindedly.
Molly studied John's face and said, "You look tired, John."
"Maybe a little," he conceded.
"Are you sure you don't have a fever? Your face is red."
Molly leaned forward to place a hand on his forehead. Her face was only inches from John's lips.
She was driving him crazy. John caught the scent of her perfume as the movement lifted tendrils of her hair. John's resistance shattered. He lost any semblance of control and kissed her. It wasn't a soft innocent kiss, but a passionate one. He nearly devoured her alive.



Molly tasted the same; she smelled the same, too. It was as if the years between had never happened.
"John?" Molly mumbled uncertainly when John finally broke the kiss.
John realized what he had done and froze in horror. Without saying a word, he stood up and moved toward the washrooms. Red, who had witnessed the whole scene, followed his father immediately.
Molly watched John disappear into the men's bathroom and she just sat there, her mind so awash with a confusion of emotions she could hardly think.
What the hell had just happened?
CHAPTER 12
When John came out of the bathroom, he went back to his table. Fortunately, Molly was waiting for him, and Jack was nowhere to be seen.
"Molly, I need to leave," John said in a quiet voice.
"Okay, but...," she began.
"If you want to stay, I'll ask someone else to drive me home," John offered. "But I would prefer if you come with me. I need to talk with you."
"Okay, but...," Molly tried again.
John turned around and started to say his goodbyes. After a while, Molly stood up and followed him.
They went out and Molly helped John to get inside the truck, then she started it, and drove away.
"Does your sudden hurry to leave have anything to do with Jack?"
"In a way, it does."
Molly bit her lip.
"You shouldn't be jealous of Jack. He was only dancing with me because Laura told him to make sure I had a good time."
John grumbled at Molly's words.
"I know exactly what kind of 'good time' he wanted to give you."
"Your point is?"
"He was seducing you! He was preparing the way to bed you."
"Of course, he was. Do you think I'm stupid?"
"What?" John asked incredulously. "Are you planning to sleep with him?"
Molly kept her eyes on the road.
"I'm thinking about it. I'm tired of living like a nun. Don't you miss sex, John? I miss sex a lot."
John grunted. "I have sex."
"I mean with a woman."
John's face turned red.
"As far as I know, you haven't dated since your divorce, John," Molly added. "It's only natural if you do. You've been too long without."
John nodded without comment.

"It's been a very long time since I was with a man too," Molly whispered.
"Can you explain to me why are we talking about this?" John said. His conversation with Molly wasn't going as he had planned.
"I'm tired of living together like brother and sister."
John looked at Molly with his eyes opened wide.
"The kiss you gave me at the party wasn't exactly a friendly peck, was it?" Molly smiled.
John let out a soft grunt. It was not a memory he would forget soon.
"Please, say something! I'm practically throwing myself in your arms and all you do is grunt like a hog. God, I'm so pathetic!" Molly exclaimed. Tears started falling down her cheeks.
John cleared his throat and said, "I would love to have sex with you, Molly. I'm sure it would be much better than it was with Ginger."
"She wasn't good in bed?" Molly asked with a sniff, wiping her tears with the back of her hand.
"Or with anything else, for that matter. She wasn't even a good kisser. Not like you. You're still a really good kisser, Molly. The best," John said in whisper, looking into her eyes. "I could kiss you till the cows come home."
Molly snorted a laugh. "There are no cows here, are there?"
"It's just an expression," John murmured. "This was what I wanted to talk with you about. I think we should definitely find out if the spark is still there, don't you? But you'll have to be patient with me." He raised his casts, "I can't do much with these."
She pressed her hand on his crotch and squeezed his hard cock. "There's nothing wrong here." Molly giggled.
"Stop the truck," John asked her.
"Why?" she asked with bewilderment.
"Because I want to kiss you again, and I can't wait till we reach the farm. I'm afraid I'm going to cum in my pants."
Molly stopped the vehicle and found herself staring up into his eyes. She stood perfectly still as John's lips moved over hers, almost terrified that if she moved this would all suddenly fracture and prove to be just another one of her erotic daydreams.
She used to have a lot of them, and each one of them involved John.
"Please God, don't let me wake up this time", she thought.
A torrent of passion immediately rose inside her, and she moaned around his tongue. Molly kissed John back desperately. She slid her hand on his crotch and squeezed his hard cock gently.
"It seems I still have it," she muttered when they broke the kiss. "I thought that after seeing me covered in chicken feathers, egg slime, and overalls, you had started to think about me as another of your workers."
John reached for Molly and his casts scraped her arms. She jumped at the unexpected sensation.
Cursing, he yanked them back. His fingers curled in upon themselves, nails clicking against the casts.
He made a sound of self-derision. "I want to touch you so badly I'm shaking. But I'm afraid I'll scrape you or bang you or hurt you."
His hands had always excited her. They were big, rough, and strong, yet right now they were nearly useless. An odd surge of tenderness consumed her.
John was a beautiful man, tall and firm, with ridges in all the right places, hard, yet somehow soft. Enticing, but dangerous, too.
Her fingertips stroked his face; he tried to touch her hair and got it snagged at a rough spot on the cast. His curse destroyed a bit of the romance, but nothing could destroy the need she had to be with him.
She lifted the heavy casts, kissed the tips of his fingers, then lowered them back to his sides. "Let me touch you," she whispered. "You won't have to do a thing."
He lifted a brow. "Nothing?"
"Well, one thing. But you won't need your hands."
He laughed; she joined him. Why did she feel as if everything was going to be all right?
Molly kissed John long and hard. "God, I want you."
It all came barreling toward them then, the passionate love they'd felt for each other when they were young and thought it would last forever.
Molly squeezed his cock again. John covered her mouth with his and then broke their kiss to trail his mouth down her throat, over her collarbone, and on to one breast.
Molly unbuttoned her blouse to set her breasts free and cried out as John's lips closed over her nipple.
The need to feel his skin against hers was overwhelming. Molly was no longer able to reason or think beyond the moment.
How many times had she awakened with tears on her face, memories flickering, images of him and her, together, fresh in her mind? Too many to count.
When John let the first nipple slip from his lips and turned to attend to the other, she gasped, "John, please."
Molly reached for her blouse and began to tug it up. She sighed with a combination of disappointment and relief when he stopped kissing her to let her remove it. Then she unbuttoned his shirt and wrapped her arms around his neck, her body arching to press her bare breasts against his chest.
"I need you. Now," John growled
"You just read my mind," she whispered, licking his ear.
Molly undid his pants to set free his hard cock. Then she moved the car seat back as far as possible to maximize the room available.
"Lie back."
John did what she asked. When she straddled him his eyes widened, but he didn't argue. What man would?
Molly climbed on his lap, pulled her panties to the side, and sat on his hardness.
"Yes!" she gasped when his cock's head entered her soaked tunnel.
John entered her slowly, letting her feel his cock expanding her tight walls. Molly clutched his shoulders, and met his gaze, eyes widening as he filled her to the hilt. John was so much hotter, harder than she remembered, she thought faintly as her body expanded to close around him like a tight glove.
Groaning, Molly wrapped her arms around his head and began to move, using her thighs to raise and lower herself. The movement combined with everything else started an overwhelming chain of waves inside her and she groaned and instinctively began to move more quickly as those waves of pleasure built to unbearable levels, mounting one on top of the other and crashing through her head until she thought she would drown in the pleasure.
And then Molly screamed out, hearing John's roar as they came together.
Freely she gave him, her mouth, her skin, her soul.
John consumed her, he surrounded and filled her, and the power of that made her weak.
CHAPTER 13
John opened his eyes to find his son Red peering down at him with a big smile on his face.
Molly was peacefully sleeping at his side, her breathing light and even. At least nothing was showing.
"You have everyone fooled with your grumpy act, you dog!" Red whispered, trying to hold a laugh.
John glanced sharply up at his son. "You shouldn't have come to my bedroom," he growled making an effort to keep his voice down.
"Why? In the last few years, your bedroom has seen less action than a snowplow in July. Besides I come here every morning to help you with your morning routine, remember?" Red replied still smiling.
"Well, things have changed."
"So I see," Red smile got wider. "I'm happy for you, Dad. I like Molly. You two are going to be very happy, so long as you don't muck this up."
John turned his gaze to Molly as she murmured sleepily. The small sound made his heart ache for some reason and he merely stared at her for a moment, wondering how she'd slipped into his heart so easily and quickly.
He could lose himself in her. Having Molly here for the past several weeks had made him feel alive in ways he hadn't since... well, since he was a teen and they were together.
It wasn't the sex, which he acknowledged had been a hundred times more powerful than the sex they'd shared in their youth. That had been... well, mind-blowing frankly. It had certainly fried his circuits. But that wasn't how Molly had slipped under his skin. It had happened before the sex.
Molly brought him out of himself. He became a different guy when he was with her, someone he'd never known he could be, someone he liked.
His life was brighter with Molly in it and fuller too. Being with her had taught him the value of a smile, a joke, a laugh. He had smiled more since she'd begun living with him than he had done in the last several years.
"Since you are here you can help me get dressed," John said. "I still have trouble with buttons."
Red nodded and helped his father to get out of bed.
"How are you handling... with..." Red pointed at his father's casts.
"I seem to knock things over more than I pick them up."
"Well, that's what Molly's here for," Red winked at his father. "She seems to be doing a fine job."
John's face went red.
"I'll start the milking," Red walked to the door once his father finished his morning routine.
"After you're done with the milking why don't we sit down and take a gander at that robotic milking machines?"
Red stopped, shook his head as if he hadn't heard right, and turned.
"What?"
"The more I think about it, the more interesting it gets. I could use my free time to do other things."
Red took a look at his father and said, "You sure could."
***
Molly rolled onto his side in bed and reached for John, then opened her eyes with a frown when she didn't immediately find him. She stared blankly at the empty space beside her, and then sat up, her eyes swinging around the room.
The dress she had worn the previous day was lying at her side of the bed, and there was no trace of John except for the lingering memory of the lovemaking they had shared the night before.
Pushing the blankets aside, Molly stood up and walked to the mirror. No one had ever made her feel as John did. All her life she had craved physical affection. Her father had not been the most nurturing person, work was all he knew.
Since her father forced her to break up his relationship with John, there was forever a hole in her heart that ached to be filled.
Beneath the half-moon, she'd finally found a way to make the ever-present, nagging emptiness go away. With John deep inside her, she no longer felt alone.

"John certainly filled me up, last night," Molly smiled to herself feeling the dampness in her crotch.
When John held her, pressed his lips to hers, as if she were priceless beyond compare, her heart just melted.
Only with John was she truly whole. Because only John understood what they had lost one long-ago night. The best part of themselves.

***
Once Red left, John sat on the porch until well after nine.
He shouldn't have come down on Jack so hard, especially in front of everyone else. But he'd never been very good at holding on to his temper once he reached a boiling point, and since he couldn't do anything by himself, damn near everything grated on his nerves. Of course, when a man had no means of letting off steam...
"Good morning, John," Molly greeted him with a kiss on the lips.
Red had helped him change again into fresh sweatpants and a clean T-shirt.
"Good morning, Molly. Did you sleep well?" John smiled at her.
"I haven't slept so well in years." Molly smiled and looked into John's eyes. He looked rested, very different than his usual self. She placed a tray with two cups of coffee, scrambled eggs, toast, and jam on a small table between the two chairs.
Molly's fingers smoothed his collarbone, dipped beneath his shirt, and stroked his chest. His body responded and he found it hard to think; all he could do was feel. It had been so long since he'd felt desire he'd almost forgotten the flare, the heat, the need. No wonder young men were ruled by it. They kissed again. This time it lasted longer, and it meant more.
Molly sat at his side. John was in a quiet mood doing his best to have breakfast with his casts.
He glanced at Molly and found her watching him with some of the same questions in her eyes. He recalled so many nights, lying awake in his room dreaming of the future when Molly would be his wife and they would share a bed in this house.
"What? Why do you look at me like that?" Molly asked John.
"Just reminiscing," he said.
She could still smell his skin on hers.
"Do you remember how we were always hiding, sneaking?"
John smiled, "Of course, I do."
For her, it had been exciting to hide and sneak. She'd been such a child. However, she could also recall never wanting to let him go, clinging, getting a lump in her throat every time they said goodbye, and waiting for the day they could make love in a bed and then sleep in each other's arms all night long. But that day had never come.
"No hiding anymore," John murmured.
Molly looked at him, saw the love in his eyes, and her heart beat faster in her chest.
The day that had never come was suddenly here.
He smiled as if he understood her need.
"I've wanted us to be together for so long. I'm afraid I'm going to wake up and you'll be gone," she whispered.
"I'm real, Molly. I'm not going anywhere."
They were no longer teens. She was here by choice. She wanted him. He wanted her. Simple as that.
John thought that, maybe, if he took her, and took her, and took her again, he might at last rid himself of his desire for her. But then, he would never be able to rid himself of the love he felt for Molly.
Molly found herself enjoying the simplicity of the morning. She smiled, and she saw what life might have been like if she'd stayed instead of run way, and it wasn't bad.
"Where is Red?" Molly asked.
"Taking care of the cows."
CHAPTER 14
The wireless phone rang interrupting their conversation.
John answered, almost knocking down his coffee in the process, he listened for a short while, and then passed it to Molly. "It's your niece."
Molly grabbed the receiver.
"Good morning, Auntie. The doctor's office just called to inform you your results are back. You have an appointment in one hour," Laura informed Molly.
"Oh shit! One hour?" Molly took a look at her watch.
"There was a cancellation and I took it in your name. Is that alright?"
"You did well, Laura. I'll be right over. Thanks, Sweetie."
"Everything okay, Molly?" John asked.
"I'm fine. It's just a checkup. There's nothing to worry about," Molly explained to John.
Then she returned her attention to the phone. "All right, Laura. I'll meet you at the doctor's office in one hour. Later"
"Later," Laura echoed.
Molly ended the conversation and John asked her.
"So, are you going to the doctor?"
"Yes, the Ladies doctor. I... I'll get groceries on the way back. What would you like?"
"Surprise me."
***
One hour later, Molly left the doctor's office with a prescription and the truth. Life as she knew it was over. She was shaking all over.
"Thanks for being here with me, Laura."
"I'm glad I came, Auntie. I'm worried about you."
Molly didn't want to talk right now, she just wanted to cry. She climbed into the driver's seat, but made no move to start the car.
How was she going to tell John? How would he react to the news? Would he find her less attractive? Sadness took over her and a tear rolled down her cheek. She tried to be strong, but emotion took over her. It was heart-wrenching to think she would never have children of her own.
Laura turned toward her. "Auntie, explain to me what's so terrible about menopause. I really want to know."
"Besides feeling crazy half the time?"
"The meds should take care of that. You'll feel good as new in no time at all."
"But I won't be as good as new."
"Why not?"
"Because I'm defective and old."
"Old? You're in your mid-forties," Laura shook her head. "And defective? Where do you get this stuff? Menopause is a natural occurrence."
"John isn't going to think so."
"What does this have to do with John?"
"When cows can't have calves, what does he do with them?"
Laura rolled her eyes. "You're not a cow. You are a very beautiful and lovable person."
Molly shook her head. "I wouldn't be surprised if John goes out and finds a younger model the minute he hears the news."
"You're being irrational. John loves you."
"He told you this?"
Laura's brow creased. "Well, not in so many words."
"That's what I thought."
"But I can tell he staked his claim on you for the way he acted at the party."
"Well, we made love," Molly muttered with dreamy eyes.
Laura clapped her hands over her ears. "Too much information, Auntie."
Molly reached over and pulled Laura's palms away from her head. For an instant, she felt like a mommy, and the longing made her dizzy.
"You wanted to talk about this. Well, let's talk about how it feels to have one of the most important things in your life taken away and there's nothing you can do about it."
Laura gave her a wary look. "What's been taken away?"
"I'll never have kids of my own. I'll never be a mother."
Silence fell between them. Molly laid her head back against the seat and closed her eyes.
"You believe that the only thing you have to offer is being someone's mother? You're really pissing me off, Auntie."
Molly's eyes snapped open. She glared at Laura, but her niece had always been beyond any evil eye
Laura muttered, "What's really troubling you, Auntie?"
Molly flinched. "I'm wondering what happened. The proverbial, 'where did the time go'? Yesterday, I was a young woman traveling around the world. Now, I'm an old bag."
"Well, an old bag who will have her hands full of babies. You have Lily, Red Junior, and Maggie. Maybe we could set up a daycare nursery. You'll have more babies than you can handle!" Laura laughed and Molly smiled at her.
Laura held out a hand. Molly took it, and squeezed it tight. She almost forgot her life was over because something wonderful had just begun.



"I think we better get that prescription filled on the way back so I can start taking my pills tonight," Molly said.
CHAPTER 15
Once he was done with the milking, Red took a beer from the fridge, and sat down on the porch next his father.
"Where is Molly?" Red asked pouring himself a cup of coffee.
"She went to the gynecologist. Second time in the last weeks that I know."
Red nodded. "Did she tell you something about it?"
"She said it was just a checkup. Laura was going to be with her."
"If it's only a checkup, then why did Laura meet her there?" Red asked his father.
John shrugged, "To spend some time together? You know how women are, they do everything together."
"I think we should have a serious talk about you and Molly."
John snorted. "I know everything about the birds and the bees, Son."
"You love her, don't you?" Red pushed his father.
John didn't answer.
"She loves you, too."
John sighed. "That seems to be the general opinion."
"Do you have doubts about it?"
John shook his head.
"It's not her I doubt, it's me. Will I ever be able to trust again? Will I be able to open up my heart and love again?"
Red shook his head. "Are you serious?"
John nodded again slowly. "What if..." he started to say.
Red, cut his father off mid-sentence, "What if you never take a chance and never find out what could be?"
His son was right. He had to take a chance. He had to face his fears. He had to find his courage.
Red took some time to order his thoughts, "Remember what your favorite movie quote is? 'Courage is being scared to death, but saddling up anyway'. How many times did you repeat that to me when I was a child?"
"It's a great quote, said by a great man."
"I get you were deeply hurt by what Mom did, but you can't hide forever. There is no love without risk, and there is no life worth living without love. You need to let go of the past. Life is offering you a second chance for happiness. Don't let your fears control you."
John was listening carefully to all his son's words.
"For what I heard Molly loved you then, and she loves you now. Look at everything she gave up holding a torch for you all these years!"
"I get what you mean, Son," John's lips curved into a soft smile.
"Nothing worth having is easy. Every farmer knows that," Red winked at his father, and swallowed the rest of his coffee in a long gulp.
If Molly had always loved him, and she did in fact still love him, then maybe there was a chance to have back all they had lost, or at least what was left of it.
"When did you become so wise?" John asked Red. He never thought he would be taking love advice from his son.
"I had the best teacher," Red winked at his father.
***
Two hours later, Molly parked her car by the house and waved at John. She was looking at him with a strange expression on her face.
"Hi, John," she greeted him trying to sound upbeat.
"Hi, Molly. Is everything okay?"
Her face clouded, and John knew something was wrong with her and she was afraid of telling him.
"I have some news to share with you..." Molly sat down and dropped her head between her knees.
"Does it have something to do with your visit to the gynecologist'"
"You know?" She shouldn't be surprised. News traveled fast in Middletown, but even so...
John scratched his head. "What's going on, Molly? You have me worried. Are we having a baby?"
Molly's mouth fell open. After a moment, John reached over and pushed her jaw shut with one finger.
He rubbed her arm up and down, it felt awkward, especially with the cast, yet somehow gentle and sure.
Molly's mouth moved a few more times before she found the words. "You want a baby?"
John's gaze flicked to the setting sun. He took a deep breath, and when he looked at her again he was smiling. "Sure!"
Her worst fear had come true, Molly gave up and burst into tears.
John rubbed her back with his fingertips, his casts clumsy but endearing. "It's okay... it's okay," he muttered. "I remember how women get like this when they're pregnant. We're in it together."
Molly looked at John with misty eyes. She was going to miss him so much.
"I'm not pregnant," she choked out.
"No?" Molly could tell he was relieved. Almost immediately, the expression on his face was replaced with fear. "Then what...? What in hell's going on, Molly? Are you sick?"
Though her hands shook, she rubbed them over her face, dispersing the tears. She let them rest against her swollen, aching eyes for a moment. Then she forced herself to look at John in the face.
"I've been going to the doctor because I felt like I was losing my mind. I was hot... I was cold... I was forgetful... I was snappy..."
"PMS?"
Molly narrowed her eyes. He was such a man. PMS was their explanation for everything.
"No." She took a deep breath and got it over with. "Menopause."
Now his mouth fell open. "But, but, you're only..."
"Forty-five." She shrugged. "Just lucky, I guess."
Molly glanced at John waiting for his reaction.
He started to laugh, a bit hysterically, she thought.
"Thank God," he whispered. "Thank God."
Molly stared at the top of his head, uncertain what to do, what to say. But John, who had never said much about anything, suddenly seemed inclined to talk.
"I didn't want another child. Can you imagine us at our age raising a baby? Waking up in the middle of the night to change diapers?" he said, still laughing.
Molly twisted her mouth.
"That's all I can do now, John. Imagine. Even so, the doctor said we must be careful because I could still get pregnant. That if you still want to make love to a dry woman."
John finally realized how Molly was feeling and he opened his arms. Molly stood up and sat on his lap. He carefully wrapped his arms around her body and rocked gently back and forth.
"I'm sorry I laughed, Molly. That was thoughtless. I should have known better."
Molly rested her head on his chest.
"This entire mess happened because we don't talk enough, John. I know people our age just don't, but that doesn't make it right."
"I'm not very good at opening my heart, but here it goes," John took a deep breath and said, "I'm in love with you."
Molly smiled through her tears. "Really?"
"Yes, really. I'm ready to take a second chance with you."
His cast settled on the back of her neck, and he drew her toward him. John took Molly in a deep, loving kiss that took her sadness away.
When their lips finally came apart he whispered, "I love you, Molly."
"I love you too, John, with every fiber of my being."
Molly's heart fluttered. She smiled, fisted her fingers in his shirt, and pulled him close again for another deep kiss.

CHAPTER 16

"Oh my, why don't you two get a room?" Kat smiled at the two of them. "You are smooching like a couple of teens."
From the way they were plastered to each other, they'd been at it a while.
Molly smiled at Kat.
"Kat, welcome. What brings you here?" John asked his daughter-in-law.
"Hello, Dad. Laura told me the news about Molly, and I came to offer her moral support. I didn't know she was already getting it." Kat winked at her father-in-law.
Molly blushed.
"I'm so happy for you two," Kat said with a huge smile on her face. "Do we have a wedding to plan?"
John rolled his eyes, "Women! I haven't even proposed yet! Besides," he added, "she may well refuse me."
Kat snorted, "Like that is going to happen! Look at her, Dad!"
John locked his eyes on Molly.
Molly was bubbly, happy. Seeing her like that had reminded him of the reason he had fallen in love with her. Molly was life and laughter against the darkness. She always had been.
"But... I don't have a ring."
"I can take care of that," Molly took out one of her rings, and handed it to John.
"I'm not sure I can slide it on her finger with these..." John raised his casts.
"Dad! Stop making excuses!" Kat pointed her phone at them and started recording. "You're on, Dad."
"Okay, okay..." John carefully took the ring between his thumb and index finger. He went down on one knee, cleared his throat said, "Molly, will you..."
"Yes! Yes! Yes! Yes!"
Molly held her hand out, it was all shaky. John's hand was all shaky too as he placed the ring on her finger.
Before John knew what was happening, Molly jumped into his arms and started kissing him with abandon.
A crying Kat sent the video recording to every person in her contact list. The number of messages and voice mails she got back, flooded her phone in a few minutes.
Sooner than expected, people was showing at the farm. Red, Tony, Paul, Mary, Percy, Laura, and a bunch of close friends and neighbors.
CHAPTER 17
Molly and John wanted a very simple wedding and a small reception. Of course, people in Middletown thought otherwise.
The news of the wedding spread like wildfire and soon went viral via social media. John and Molly were two of the most beloved people in Middletown, and everyone wanted to share their happiness.
Everyone in town viewed themselves as been invited, whether or not they received an actual printed invitation. On the other hand, everyone collaborated with the preparations, and no one came to the reception with empty hands.
The day of the wedding, in June, dawned clear, bright, and warm with everyone buzzing around like bees in anticipation of the grand event. Everyone was wearing their Sunday best.
"Alright, it's time, Molly," Percy whispered. "Ready?"
"I was born ready," Molly said straightening her dress.
"So I heard."
Laura smiled at her husband, and then shifted so she could walk down the aisle with the other bridesmaids.
The bridesmaids and the groomsmen slowly walked down the aisle and then each stood on opposite sides of the altar.
Sabrina, Mary's daughter, was given the role of the flower girl again. She walked down the aisle ahead of Molly and Percy, whipping rose petals over her head.
Actually, it wasn't an aisle, because they weren't in a church. They were at the farm, and everyone they loved was there. Somehow, Percy and his crew had managed to make the farm look like a church, and adapted the barn for the reception.
Red stood next to his father, serving as his best man. John stood straight, strong and tall in his black tux. His gaze never left Molly during her walk down the aisle. He looked at her as if his world lay in her eyes.
The guests were captivated by how beautiful Molly looked. John was amazed. He and Molly smiled at each other and kept eye contact.
"She looks beautiful, Dad." Red clapped his father on the shoulder.
John literally couldn't think. He just stared in complete awe. Finally, he found his voice, "She is beautiful, Son. Inside and out."
When Molly and Percy reached the altar, John stepped forward to take his bride's hand and held it tightly. His arms were no longer encased in casts. Molly smiled at him. This was the moment she had been waiting for all her life.
They faced each other holding hands.
"Don't they look happy? Really, genuinely happy?" Laura whispered to Kat, her eyes moist with tears as she watched her Aunt take her vows.
"Yes, they do. This is so romantic! They love each other to death, don't they?" Kat whispered back.
"Absolutely. They are radiating happiness. Molly is literally glowing."
When Judge Anderson asked them to repeat their vows, both did in a loud and proud voice. And then, they were pronounced husband and wife.
When the judge said John could kiss the bride, he bent Molly back and kissed her, much to the delight of everyone. It was not a short kiss, it was the kiss of a lifetime.
John and Molly turned around holding hands and faced the guests with smiles. The applause that followed was thunderous.
Laura handed Molly back her bouquet and they walked down the aisle.
Molly looked around feeling an overwhelming sense of happiness. The Harding farm that had once reminded her only of the past, now represented a whole new future.
They took some pictures outside, while the guests entered the barn for the reception. What a reception party it was! There was toasting for the couple, laughing, dancing, congratulations, and good wishes. The Mayor made a speech recalling those days when they were all young and attended Middletown High together.
Then, the first chords of "All You Need is love" filled the air. John had personally selected the music for the first dance. He stood up, took Molly's hands, and led her to the dance floor. Molly leaned her head against John's chest and thought that The Beatles had known what they were talking about, love is all you need.
The last weeks had been both the most challenging and the happiest of Molly's life. She was still learning to be a farm wife, but she was managing and she loved it.
"Now about the honeymoon..." John started to say while they waltzed around the dance floor.
"Honeymoon?" Molly interrupted her husband. "We can't leave the farm. The cows will explode. My chickens will stop laying..."
He stopped her tirade with a kiss. When they finally broke apart, he was breathing as heavily as she. "The honeymoon I had planned involved staying at home in bed for as long as we could manage."
"Works for me," she yanked his mouth back to hers.
Later that night, as John made love to Molly for the first time as husband and wife, the last of the emptiness inside their hearts dissolved.
They both felt healed as well as a whole. Molly felt so content being with John, spoken words weren't necessary. She felt safe in his embrace and lulled by the rhythmic beating of his heart. She wanted to live in John's arms forever. They made her feel secure, loved, needed.
John kissed the top of her head. "Have I told you today that I love you?"
"Only five times."
"Make it six."
THE END
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CHAPTER 1
That sure smelled like smoke.
Steve McAllister backed out from his crouched position under the sink and laid down the wrench. Hopefully, the patch on the pipe would work. "Laura! Are you cooking something?"
He clomped over to the industrial oven. Cool to the touch. He peeked inside, just in case. Empty.
The inn had ten guest bedrooms, and eight of the rooms had their own fireplaces. It was summer and there was no reason to use them. Steve sniffed the air and turned in a circle. The smell didn't come from upstairs. Out the window over the kitchen sink, Steve spotted one of the inn managers, Laura Wittmore, working in the garden. It wasn't like her to ignore town code and burn something out in the yard.
He yanked open the back door. "Laura. Are you burning something? Leaves, maybe?"
Laura rolled her eyes at Steve, her hands on her hips. Her baby girl was walking not far from her.
"Burning leaves at the end of summer? We have months yet for that. Don't tell me you hit your head in there, Steve."
Steve laughed. "No, I didn't. Something is burning."
Laura frowned.
He went through the back door and his eyes landed on the door that led to the basement. "Of course," Stevethought. These old mansions came complete with ancient and terrible wiring. The whole place could go up in a heap of smoke if he didn't act fast.
Steve hurtled down the stairs. The sight that met him made him freeze for a moment.
A woman he'd never seen before hunched over a metal tub in the middle of the floor. Her copper hair splayed across her face and blocked him from seeing her expression. Pieces of paper fanned out in all directions around her.
He took a step forward. She didn't look up. Steve scooped up one of the papers. It was a handwritten letter. "Dear Diana..."
Her shoulders trembled. She muttered, "Never again."
Diana tossed a stack of folded papers onto the small fire burning in the tub. Flames licked the edge of the bin as the papers started to curl and turn black. Next, she grabbed a mound of white fabric from beside her. If she tossed that wispy bunch of cloth into the small tub, the fire would get out of control. Not to mention smell awful.
Steve crossed to where she was. Almost in a daze, Diana lifted her arms, ready to stuff the white pile of fabric into the fire.
Steve caught her wrists. "Are you crazy? Don't do that." He tugged what was now registered in his head as a dress out of her clutches.
Diana slammed her hands onto her hips. "Give that back."
Steve tossed it out of her reach. She moved to go after the dress, but he grabbed her slender shoulders, and she finally looked at him. He knew enough about women to know only one thing could cause those huge raccoon marks on her face. She'd been crying. Not just crying, sobbing. But even the running mascara couldn't mask her simple beauty. The splash of freckles across her cheeks, delicate nose, and pursed lips as she exhaled... everything about her screamed protect me.
Steve shook that thought away. He'd had the opportunity to protect more than one person he cared about and failed miserably. He didn't deserve another chance.
A thin breath rattled out of her, and she shrank away from him. "I'm sorry. I don't know what I'm doing..." Diana looked like a scared animal begging a hunter not to shoot her. "Can you please hand me my wedding dress?"
"Your...?" His eyes darted to the white pool of fabric he'd thrown to the corner of the basement. The girl was going to shove a wedding dress into the fire? What could have happened to her? "You can't burn that in here. It's not safe. Besides, a wedding dress is something to keep forever."
"Forever. Ha, ha, ha. Forever doesn't exist." Diana ran the back of her hand under her eyes. Brushing past him, she scooped up the dress. "Give me my dress back."
Steve tugged the dress away from her. "You're going to burn the inn down."
He strode past her to the sink near the washer and dryer and filled a pitcher with water. Walking back to the small metal tub, he doused the fire inside. The flames hissed as they died.
"You had no right." She crossed her arms over her chest and her foot tapped on the concrete floor.
"And you have no right trying to burn down the inn," Steve repeated.
"I wasn't going to..." She yanked a hair tie off her wrist and pulled her hair into a quick, messy bun. "I'm sorry."
He took a step closer. Despite her obvious grief and the bad lighting in the basement, Diana's features were stunning even in her present state of distress. Her green eyes were deep with locked secrets.
Her lips quivered. "Can I just have my dress back? Please?"
"Not if you're going to try to do something crazy with it again." He moved his hands behind his back.
She balled her fists up at her sides. "I'm so tired of people telling me what I can and can't do." She marched toward him.
Steve stood still.
"It's just... I can't believe it..." She dissolved into a mess of tears and ragged breaths. Hands covering her face as her shoulders hunched, her knees began to buckle.
No man in the world could handle a woman when she cried like that. He didn't even know her and her tears were making his heart bunch into a knot.
Steve dropped the dress and caught her elbows before she hit the ground. She wasn't even trying to stand anymore. He had to press her to his chest and wrap his arms around her just to keep her upright. "Hey! Don't pass out on me!"
He tightened his hold a bit. "Did someone harm you? Are you in any sort of danger?"
One of her fists pounded against his shoulder three times before her fingers worked open and bunched the fabric of his flannel shirt front. "How could he? I loved him. I was ready.... Everything was already planned.... How could he?" She sniveled into his shirt right next to his heart.
"Whatever happened, I'm sorry you had to go through it." Steve patted her back.
Diana rested her forehead against his chest and took a few rattling breaths. How long had it been since he held a woman in his arms?
Two painful years.
The washing machine along the south wall clicked and started whirling. The tiny legs of the machine clattered against the cement with a high-pitched scratching sound.
The sound snapped Diana back to attention.
She pushed out of his arms. "Oh. I'm so sorry. How stupid of me. You must think that I..."
"You don't have to explain." He handed her the wedding dress.
"Thank you," she mumbled.
Steve glanced up at the ceiling as if he could find directions on how to deal with distraught women written up there.
He wouldn't leave the woman alone in the basement in case she did something else irrational, but he could hold his tongue and give her a minute to collect herself. Besides, it was not like he could help her if she asked. He'd never been able to help anyone before.
Not really.
* * * * *
CHAPTER 2
"Stop acting crazy," Diana told herself.
Diana Snow took a long, deep breath. What a way to start her new life in a new town!
Why wouldn't this man leave her alone? Her pity party was supposed to be at a table for one.
Diana didn't need a stranger seeing her in this state because this wasn't her. She organized everything, made to-do lists, and had every lesson plan in a color-coded binder. She even kept an Excel spreadsheet of her wardrobe to help match outfits for work. But well-laid plans hadn't led to dreams coming true. Not once. So maybe being rational wasn't worth it.
She sank to her knees.
Her fingers traced over the beadwork on the dress in her hands. The perfect wedding dress, a white silk creation with a bodice encrusted with seed pearls and tiny satin bows. It had taken thirteen shopping trips to find it.
Diana hadn't cried when she discovered her fiancé Scott with another woman and hadn't even shed a tear on the long drive from Denver to Middletown. But for some reason, as she unpacked her suitcase in her new room, her body started to ache. It felt like a bad case of heartburn, but more painful. And no matter how tightly she pressed a pillow to herself, the hurt in the pit of her stomach remained.
After catching her fiancé tangled up with a big-breasted, long-haired brunette, Diana knew she needed to leave Denver. All her friends were Scott's friends. Leaving had been her only option.
The man in the basement with her worked his bearded jaw back and forth. Had she really just tossed herself into his arms? Quite a first impression. Diana felt her cheeks begin to burn. What must he think of her?
Regardless of his relaxed pose, he would be able to move quickly if she did something reckless with her dress again. Not that she planned to.
The man took a slow step closer. "Miss, how can I help you?" Diana looked up and locked her gaze with his for the first time. His eyes were warm, the color of hazel.
Diana swallowed hard. "I'm okay."
He raised a brow. "Are you sure? You could talk to me if that would make things better. I'll listen." His voice was strong and reassuring.
"I'm sorry. This isn't how I usually am. You caught me at a bad time."
Diana clutched the dress to her stomach. Maybe she'd sell the dress at a consignment shop in town. At least get some money out of it to help save toward a home of her own. Although, the sooner she found a place of her own, the more the loneliness might step in.
She set the dress on top of the washing machine. No need to bring it back to her bedroom. It would only serve as a reminder there.
"My name is Steve. I'm a friend of Percy and Laura, the owners. I'm helping her with some repairs while her husband is working out of town. Do you want me to go get her?"
Diana shook her head.
"Is there something I can do for you?"
"Just go." Her voice cracked a little, even though she fought it. "I'm sure you have better things to do."
"Right now, making sure you're safe is the most important thing on my list."
She couldn't make Steve leave, not if he shared a friendship with the inn owner.
Diana turned her back on him. A chill ran through her body. Why were basements so cold?
Steve cleared his throat. "You're pretty quiet for a girl."
"For a girl, huh?" Diana fought back the first smile of the day as she turned to face him.
A soft smile broke out across Steve's lips, "I have a sister. Her name is Grace. She talks a mile a minute."
"I'm sorry we had to meet like this. I'll go to my room," Diana rushed to the stairs and grabbed the railing. She looked back at Steve. He opened his mouth as if he wanted to say something, but didn't.
"Go, Diana. Just go."
Without looking behind her again, she climbed the stairs and tried to forget the image of the concerned man in the basement with gentle, hazel eyes.
* * * * *
CHAPTER 3
Steve scrubbed his hand over the close-clipped hair on his chin. Women were confusing, plain and simple. At least the fire situation was under control.
"So, Smokey the Bear, what was it?" Laura's voice made him jump.
He turned to face her. "Do you have a new guest here?"
She wiped the dirt from gardening on her ripped jeans. "Do you mean Diana? Let's see, she's about this tall. Pretty redhead thing."
Steve nodded. He pressed the wedding dress into Laura's hands. "That's her. Don't give this dress back to her unless you're sure she's not going to use it to light your basement on fire again."
"On fire?" Laura's eyes grew big.
"Told you I smelled something."
Laura hugged the dress to her chest. "That poor woman."
"Are you sure she's safe? You know, right in the head?" Steve tapped his temple with a fingertip.
"She's safe. I promise. Principal Livingston asked me to let her stay here until the tourists clear out and she can rent something more permanent in town."
"Principal Livingston?" Steve frowned.
"Yes. Diana is the new English teacher." Laura said with a smile.
The three English teachers' rooms were across the hall from where Steve taught science at Middletown High. So he would be seeing a lot more of Diana.
"Don't worry about her," Laura assured Steve.
He shrugged. "Other than my sister, who else do I have to worry about?"
"Steve." She reached a hand toward him but let it drop to her side. "I didn't mean to..."
No more pity. He couldn't stand another person's concerned eyes on him. That was the problem with a small town, everyone knew what had happened to his wife and treated him differently because of it.
"The sink is fixed. Tell Percy he owes me one" He plodded up the steps. "See you later."
"Thank you, Steve."
"Happy to help," Steve gave Laura a soft smile and gathered his tools from the kitchen table.
He checked his phone. No texts from his sister yet. He still had time. Maybe he'd go shoot hoops at the school first.
* * * * *
CHAPTER 4
Diana scoured mascara off her face so hard she left a red patch of skin.
What must Steve think of her? Hopefully, she would never have to run into him again. Facing him after she tossed herself into his arms would be nothing short of mortifying.
She probably would see him again. Hadn't he said he was friends with Laura? More reason to find an apartment or home to rent somewhere else in town and soon as she could.
She needed to do somethingto clear her mind. Going to bed before the sun went down seemed a little too desperate. Without wasting another minute, she snagged her gym shoes out of the closet and tugged them on. Diana wouldn't go for a jog tonight, but she could scope out a trail to run the next time she needed escape.
Laura cleared her throat when Diana entered the kitchen.
"Are you okay, sweetie?" She wiped her hands on her green checkered apron and gave Diana a sad smile.
"I'm guessing Steve told you about my episode downstairs. I'm so sorry. That's not like me. I promise I won't act like that again."
Laura waved her words away. "Don't even think about it. We are a small community, we take care of each other. You better get used to it," Laura grasped Diana's hand, leaving some flour on her fingers.
"That's why I'm here. Principal Livingston made it sound like a wonderful place to live," Diana tried to infuse life into her voice.
Laura went back to punching a wad of dough on the counter. "I hung your dress up downstairs."
"Thanks. Do you need help preparing anything? I don't know a lot about cooking, but I'm willing to learn."
"No need. I'm almost done for tonight. But I appreciate the offer." Laura rubbed the back of her hand on her forehead, leaving more flour.
"Well, if you ever need me to, I do know one recipe for scones. It's about the only thing I know how to do in the kitchen." Diana laid her hand on the doorknob that led to the public section of the inn.
"I'll probably take you up on that at some point."
"Anytime. I'm going to go out for a little walk. Is it safe here?"
Laura snorted as if the question was unnecessary. "Yes, it is,"
Diana went out and started walking around. Even the most insignificant house here had more personality than any house found in the suburbs she had grown up in. Each one seemed to have a story, with a hundred years of history to be told.
A fresh start in Middletown was all she needed.
Staying in Denver meant seeing Scott. She had no interest hearing his excuses. He never apologized or showed real remorse. No, staying hadn't been a viable option.
She could do this. Maybe in a few weeks, she'd have a bunch of friends here.
At the bend in the road, the canopy of trees broke and the residential properties became closer together. Fresh air mingled with the smell of someone barbecuing.
A large town square made up the bustling portion of Middletown. There was a large fountain, a grassy area, a few park benches, a white gazebo, and a small rose garden.
She followed the road that led to the lake. The tourist leaflet said that the calm waters of the lake drew hundreds of visitors to Middletown every summer.
On the way back, she took a different road, and somehow she found the Middletown High building. She stood in the parking lot, hands on her hips, and scanned the area.
A group of teens tossed a basketball around on the far outdoor court. Probably her future students. A couple of elementary-school kids sat on the sidelines.
Her previous teaching experience had been at inner-city schools in Denver, but students in a small town couldn't be that different, not really. If she'd learned something while teaching it was that all teens needed one thing, someone to let them know that their life mattered and they had worth as is.
She'd wanted to be a teacher since grade school, but when she finished high school her passion for teaching sparked inside of her.
Diana took a couple of steps forward, squinting to watch the basketball game. The tall man called for a break and walked over to where the children sat. The two boys hopped up when he offered them the basketball. The man motioned for them to follow him to the basket, where he took turns lifting both of them to dunk the ball.
His gesture warmed her heart and made her long for the family she dreamed of but wouldn't have. In her experience, it was a rare trait in a man to choose to play with kids when he could be standing courtside joking with the older students.
When they called game again, Diana crept a bit closer. She took a seat on a wooden bench near the court.
The tallest man dribbled the ball, skirted past his opponent, and sank the ball into the net with a swoosh. Caught up in the moment, Diana clapped.
The player turned around and locked gazes with her. Recognition hit her in the stomach like a punch.
Steve.
She shot to her feet, spun around, and picked her way across the field in the opposite direction. So much for her hopes of never seeing him again.
* * * * *
CHAPTER 5
"Can we not talk about this right now?" Steve dropped his voice and glanced around the McDonalds to see if anyone was listening to him and his sister Grace. Burgers sizzled on the big grill in the back and a grease tang hung thick in the air.
Grace was a real estate agent. She was smart, sassy, and easygoing.
Grace shoved the coleslaw around on her plate with her fork. "I'm not dropping this. Hear me out. It's like your life is on hold. You've mourned long enough. I hope you know that."
Steve grabbed the saltshaker and slid it between both of his hands. "Is there a time limit on grief? Seriously, Grace, leave it alone."
"I can't. You can mourn for all eternity if you like, but you can't close your heart or it will wither to nothing. It's hard for me too, you know. Peggy was my best friend."
"Why can't you leave me alone?" Steve asked his sister.
Grace looked at his brother. "You're the only family that I have left to bug, so you have to indulge my meddling whims."
"Not on this." He shoved the rest of his burger toward the center of the table.
Grace reached across the table and laid her hand over his. "You're still young and have so much of your life left, Bro. Peggy would have wanted you happy. You know that, don't you?"
He snaked his hand from hers and dropped it in his lap under the table. "I am happy. Sometimes. Like during the school year with students filing into his science classroom, or when I went camping with them. The last day, they talked around the fire pit about how much they had learned and grown that week."
Grace offered her brother a sad smile. "You? Happy? Well, Steve McAllister, you could have fooled me."
Steve leaned forward and lowered his voice. "If you wanted to talk about this we could have done it at home."



Gossip tended to spread like lice in Middletown. He knew people still stared at him. "Poor Steve," he used to hear them whisper. He was so tired of being treated like he was broken.
Grace leaned forward and whispered, "Sorry, I didn't have time to make dinner. Anyway, I needed to tell you that I'm okay with you dating again. In case you were worried about that. If you find the chance to love again, you should. Okay?"
Steve looked out the window for a long time, watching the tourists walking back and forth. "Thank you, Sis," he let out a long sigh. "What about you? How are you doing, Sis?"
Grace shrugged. "Same as always, I guess. I have my ups and downs." She splayed her hands onto the table. "There is this girl at church. She's cute. I think you two would..."
"You're impossible! Leave it alone, Grace! Just let it be." Steve worked his jaw back and forth. "I'm not going to date her. I have no intention of dating again. Ever. Got it?"
He snatched his baseball hat off the table and jammed it onto his head. "Let's go home. Teachers have a meeting at school early tomorrow."
Summer was almost gone.
A car full of teens flashed their headlights at him and pulled alongside the gravel on the road. They blasted the horn, all waving, as the car came to a stop.
"Mr. McAllister!" One of the girls hung out the back window. "I have you for the second period."
He smiled and waved. "Only couple of days until classes start. What are you guys up to tonight?"
"Oh, you know. Same old." The girl rolled her eyes.
"You guys be smart tonight." Steve made his way back to his truck.
"Of course, Mr. McAllister!" A couple of the teens laughed. The car peeled away and sped down the street.
* * * * *
Steve jolted awake sometime around three in the morning to find a wet place on his pillow and the awful metallic taste of grief in his mouth.
He'd dreamed about Peggy again.
He swung his legs over the side of the bed, and for a long time, he did nothing but sit with his shoulders hunched and his face buried in his hands. Finally, he pulled open the drawer in his bedside table and took out a Smith & Wesson .38.
The revolver felt warm and heavy in his hands. At that time, he seriously considered taking his own life. But he couldn't pull the trigger. He couldn't do that to his sister.
He shoved the gun back in the drawer and withdrew the framed photograph he also kept there. His wife smiled back at him, she had loved him and been everything a man could want.
Steve caressed the frame with his thumbs, and in his chest, his heart seeped.
Everyone had told him his grief would be easier to bear after the first year, but they'd lied. It had been over two years now since his wife had gone, and the pain had not faded. He had no feelings left. No feelings at all.
Until yesterday.
A vision of Diana's face swam before his eyes.
* * * * *
CHAPTER 6
Diana glanced at the missed calls on her phone, three from her mom, but no voice mail. She probably wanted to see how she liked Middletown.
The phone vibrated again.
"Morning, Mom. You caught me trying to get ready for my first day of work." Diana looked at the two outfits she'd laid out on her bed trying to decide which one to wear.
"I wish you would reconsider leaving Denver."
Diana closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose.
"Not this again. Please. I don't want to have this conversation right now."
"You were so happy here. The plan had always been for you to stay close by. I can't imagine you living somewhere else."
"Plans change, Mom." Diana yanked a hair tie from her wrist and worked it around in her hand.
"They don't have to."
Diana sank into the wicker chair beside her bed. "They did. Anyway, I like it here."
Mom sighed. "I always took you for more of a fighter, Diana. Someone who would stand her ground. Stay and tackle things."
"You know, sometimes leaving is fighting. Standing up for myself meant getting away, don't you see that? It would have been easier to stay there, living with you and my father, letting you guys take care of everything for me, and carrying on with my life. Leaving was harder, Mom. Much harder." She started to pull her hair into a bun.
"If you ask me, I think you're making too big of a deal about everything."
"Too big of a deal?" Diana hated the tremble in her voice.
"Calling off a wedding that cost your father and me so much money without trying to fix your problems with Scott, first? That's overreacting at its best."
Except that she'd been able to get most of the money back. All but the security fees.
"I don't think sleeping with some bimbo a month before our wedding is a problem that we could have just fixed, mother!" Just saying the words made the back of Diana's eyes throb again.
"Don't cry." No more tears because of Scott. He didn't deserve them.
Her mom sighed. "I don't know what to tell you, honey. From time to time, men make mistakes..."
"Don't say it."
"Like my father?" The back of Diana's eyes burned the second the words left her mouth. She shouldn't have said that. She had promised her mom she wouldn't bring it up again.
Diana waited. "Are you still here?"
"Yes, I am here, Diana."
Damn! She was upset. Diana could hear it in her voice.
"Certain mistakes take too great a toll on others, and I think the offender's lesson should be the loss of what they didn't value enough. Then they really learn something."
"I'm not trying to butt into your life." Diana's mom voice took on a flat tone. "But you need to think through all your options with a rational mind. All those childhood books and movies, well, they lied, sweetheart. There is no blue prince. There are just flawed people who try to make their relationship work because they promised so."
Diana's stomach churned. "Good thing I discovered what kind of backstabbing lowlife Scott was before we get to the part with the promises."
Her mother sighed at the other end of the line, "Even with his unfortunate mistake, Scott is still a good catch. That boy is going to be something big someday, and I don't want you to regret anything down the road. Believe me, I know all the feelings you have right now and how difficult it is." She stopped but started again when Diana didn't jump in to fill the silence. "What sort of men are you bound to meet in who-knows-where?"
"I'm not looking for a man." Prepared for a verbal assault, Diana gripped the armrest of the chair.
"At your age, you should."
Diana rested her forehead in her free hand. "I'm sorry about all the money you guys lost."
"I know, honey. It's just a shame what a waste it all turned out to be. Scott is a nice boy."
"Nice boys don't lie and cheat. I have to get ready for a meeting, Mom. Have a nice day."
"Men make mistakes," her mother had said.
Mistakes and bad choices were two very different things.
Diana shoved the conversation to the back of her mind.
She pulled on jeans and a loose-knit shirt. From the paperwork she'd received, it looked like the meeting was going to last most of the day, but maybe she'd be able to stay late and start putting together her classroom. If so, that would be dusty work that included a lot of time organizing books on the floor. Jeans wouldn't impress her coworkers, but they were the best option.
She decided to walk to work as long as the weather stayed nice. Doing so didn't leave her a lot of time for breakfast this morning, but it would help her save money to put into her dream-house account. Grabbing her bags, Diana rushed out to the kitchen.
Laura was whirling around, grabbing muffins and restarting the coffee machine. She wore her hair clipped back.
She smiled at Diana. "Sorry about the mess. Breakfast is the busiest time around here. Every room is booked with people trying to take in the last of the summer. Sit down and I'll get you something."
Diana laughed. "I forgot the whole breakfast part of a bed-and-breakfast. Thank you, for the offer but I don't want to be late on my first day."
* * * * *
CHAPTER 7
Diana joined the line of teachers near the end of the gym. A woman with short black hair, who looked about her age turned around and offered a smile. "Hi, I'm Amelia. You must be the new English teacher."
"Am I the only new person this year?"
"Yes, and it's been the talk among the teachers for the past week."
They arrived at the temporary desk set up near the front of the large room. Portable chairs arranged in four rows occupied most of the space in the gym. Diana and Amelia each gathered a training manual and a teacher binder.
"Want to sit with me?" Amelia asked Diana.
"Definitely. I don't like feeling like the only one here no one knows."
"You'll be fine." Amelia opened her binder. "I hope you slept well because these teacher-institute days are boring, but you probably know that from your last position."
The principal strolled up to the microphone near the front of the gym. He was dressed in fairly old-fashioned clothes and was wearing small round glasses on the tip of his nose.
"Good morning and welcome. We'll start reviewing safety protocol in five minutes, so if you want to grab a bagel or coffee, please do so now."
Amelia pointed her finger to a gorgeous woman seated in the back row.
"Steer clear of Georgina Eastland. She is the gym teacher, but she applied for your position. To say she was angry about getting passed over for the job would be an understatement."
Diana pressed her hand over her stomach when it grumbled.
"I think I'm going to go grab a bagel. Do you want anything?"
Amelia yawned. "A cup of coffee would be great. Black. No sugar."
When Diana made it to the back of the room she found a couple of bagels. Next, she made her way to the coffee machine.
"If everyone could please take your seats I would like to begin." Principal Livingston's voice boomed over the loudspeaker.
Diana snatched her plate and Amelia's cup of coffee and whirled around to rush back to her table. Instead, she smacked into the man standing behind her.
Steve. Of course.
Coffee splattered across his shirt and ran down her arms.
Steve yelped and all the papers he'd been holding fluttered to the ground.
The entire room went quiet. All the teachers turned in their seats and stared at them. Some of them smirked and whispered to each other. That would be the first impression Diana made to all her coworkers.
Diana rapid-fire blinked. "I didn't know you worked here."
"So you pour coffee on me?" Steve asked.
"I'm sorry. I'm so sorry." Diana grabbed a wad of napkins and dabbed at his soaked shirt.
Steve caught her hand and held it. "Hey, I'm kidding. Accidents happen."
"Still. Your shirt is ruined. Coffee doesn't come out easy."
"It's fine. "I didn't like this shirt anyway."
Diana tugged her hand away from his and took a step backward. She glanced over his shoulder and he followed her gaze.
"You know, if we don't sit down they'll never stop staring."
"Right. Would you be willing to do me a favor?" Diana whispered. "Don't tell anyone about the other day."
"Of course not," Steve whispered back.
Diana scurried to her seat beside Amelia. Steve leaned against the back wall of the gym.
Principal Livingston cleared his throat over the microphone.
"I see you've met our new English teacher, Miss Diana Snow. She'll be teaching freshman English and will also teach some of the senior-level classes in our advanced placement track." Livingston pointed to Diana with his hand. "Diana comes to us from the big city of Denver, and I'm confident she'll be an asset to our school."
Diana's cheeks turned a candy-apple red as everyone clapped.
Steve watched the back of Diana's head and felt sorry for her. She had made a "memorable" first impression on her first day at work.
* * * * *
CHAPTER 8
After the meeting, Diana sat on the floor of her classroom with classic novels fanned out in a circle around her. She ran her fingers over a book that held a collection of poems by Robert Frost as she tried to decide which one to read to start the first day of classes.
"Hi there." A voice in her doorway startled her. A man wearing tight shorts and a whistle around his neck leaned against her door jamb. Everything about him screamed gym teacher. "I'm Irv, I didn't get to introduce myself this morning."
"Nice to meet you," Diana smiled but kept her hands on the pile of books. Maybe he'd get the hint that she wanted to put together her room and not chat.
Irv sauntered into the room and propped his foot on the closest chair. "Livingston said you're from Denver. Do you live close to City Park? You know, the one with the old pavilion."
Diana didn't lift her gaze from the books. "No. Actually, I'm from the suburbs. It's easier to say Denver though because everyone knows where that is."
Irv leaned down, his hands on his knees. "I have a picture of myself in the pavilion on my desk in my office. You should come to see it. Afterward, we could grab something to eat if you want."
Diana glanced down at her hands. "I...um..."
Amelia's loud cough as she entered Diana's classroom saved her from answering. "Leave her alone, Irv. She just got into town."
Irv glared at Amelia as he left the room. He gave Diana one last smile. "If you still want to see that picture or go to dinner, you know where the gym is. I'll be testing out the weight room for the next hour or so."
Amelia doubled over in laughter. "Promise me you won't fall for 'Irv, the Pig'. Anyone but him, okay?"
"Is he always like that?" Diana fought a smile as she loaded books into her canvas bags to take home.
"Oh, sometimes he's much worse."
"I'll keep my radar up." She winked at Amelia.
"Good, because there are a lot of cute, single guys in town. I wouldn't want you to judge all of Middletown's bachelors based on Irv."
"As far as I'm concerned, they can all be like him." Diana slung the canvas bags over her shoulder. The strap cut into her arm right away. Too many books, but she couldn't think of one she didn't want to take home to help plan lessons.
"I promise they're not."
"It doesn't matter. Believe me, dating is not even on my list." Diana crossed to the windows she'd opened earlier to let in the late-summer breeze. She closed and locked each of them.
"Is there someone back home?"
The familiar ache pushed its way into Diana's heart. "No."
"Well, if you reconsider, I'll be your wingman... girl... you know what I'm saying."
"How about you tell me what's important about working here instead. You know, the unwritten rules." She walked into the hallway with Amelia and closed her classroom door.
"Gotcha." Amelia shoved a stick of gum into her mouth. "The parents here are very busy. They leave their homes at five in the morning and get home when it's dark. Most of them run shops in town and things like that to cater to the tourists so they expect us to keep their kids occupied. After school activities are a big deal around here."
Diana nodded. The image of Steve playing basketball came to her mind.
"What club are you in charge of?"
"Moi?" Amelia laid her hand over her heart. "I run show choir." She sang the last part.
"Can't help you there. I know dogs that howl better than I sing." Diana said with a laugh.
"Well, try to think of something."
"I played volleyball all during college. I could probably coach."
Amelia shook her head. "You won't believe it, but Georgina is the head volleyball coach and I'm guessing you don't want to be her assistant."
Diana shrugged. "I don't even know her. For all I know she's nice and we could be friends."
Amelia snorted. "Keep dreaming. See you tomorrow." She waved, headed out to the bike rack, and dumped her belongings into the basket attached to her bike.
Diana balanced her teaching binder in one hand and her canvas sack full of books in the other.
She would work up a sweat on the trek home. At least she'd worn comfortable shoes. If she finished all her work early, she'd reward herself with a trip down to the lake.
* * * * *
CHAPTER 9
Principal Livingston came running down the front steps after Diana, waving his arms like a bird learning to fly. "Miss Snow!" The principal wiped his forehead with a big hanky. "I keep forgetting I'm not as young as I used to be."
"Mr. Livingston." Diana smiled at her boss. "I didn't get to thank you yet for hiring me."
"There's no need. You were the best qualified for the job. Now, if you have a second, would you mind coming back with me to my office? It'll only take a moment."
"Is something wrong?" Diana tensed.
"Not at all. I just need to go over something with you. Right this way."
Diana followed the principal down a hallway of red lockers and through the door labeled Administration. What could he want? Maybe there were still some papers to sign.
"Go ahead and take a seat in my office." Livingston held open the door.
Diana took a deep breath and turned the corner, but then stopped dead in her tracks. Steve sat in one of the two chairs situated in front of the principal's desk. What was he doing there? He had changed out of the shirt she'd spilled coffee on.
His eyes narrowed a fraction in her direction. He looked downright stern. Like a man about to give a kid detention for daring to text during class.
A surge of ice ran through Diana's veins as a realization hit her. Had Steve told Livingston about her breakdown yesterday?
Why had she even trusted that he wouldn't tell? She knew better. If the past couple of years had taught her one thing it was that men lied. Her father and her ex-fiancé were proof of that.
Suppose he told Principal Livingston he saw her sobbing over her breakup, what would that mean? She couldn't lose her job for that sort of thing. Maybe get ordered to see the school counselor, but not lose her position.
Principal Livingston dropped down into his swivel chair. "Go ahead and sit down, Diana. Steve doesn't bite all that often." He chuckled over his own joke.
Diana set her bags on the ground and pressed her hands together. "I can explain."
Steve scratched his chin. "I sure hope so, because I'd like to know what I did to get called to the principal's office so early in the year."
"Wait." She glanced back and forth between the two men, her gaze finally landing on Steve. "You don't know why we're here?"
"No. Do you?"
"Then you didn't...?" He didn't tell. Her hands relaxed at her sides. She crossed the room and took the chair beside Steve.
Livingston rested his forearms on his desk. He looked from Steve to Diana, then back to Steve. "Aside from my position at the school, I'm also the head of the board at a nonprofit organization. So I'm speaking to you both from that capacity and not as your boss. In the past month..."
Steve cleared his throat. "Sorry to interrupt, but if this is about Equal Opportunity, why is Diana here?"
Livingston let out a long breath. "Because I thought about asking her to be a volunteer."
"No way." Steve's knuckles went white. "It's too dangerous, especially for a newcomer."
Diana held her breath to keep from saying something she shouldn't. Why did men think they could lay down some law that all the women in their lives had to follow?
Principal Livingston leaned forward in his chair. "Unfortunately, the board holds power for all decisions, Steve. Especially when it comes to accepting volunteers."
"I get a say. Equal Opportunity wouldn't exist if it wasn't for MYwife." Steve popped to his feet.
Wife? Diana tried to keep up with their conversation. Steve was married? She glanced at his hand. No ring.



Livingston lifted his hands and made a motion for Steve to take his seat again. "Settle down, Steve. That's why I called you both in. I didn't want to spring anything on you. We need to talk about this."
"There's nothing to talk about." Steve shook his head. His eyes fixed on Livingston. "She probably has no experience dealing with this kind of teen. The neighborhood has changed rapidly for the worst lately." Steve crossed the room and yanked the door open.
"Steve," Livingston called after him. "The board took some safety measures. We got a fenced parking lot, for example."
"It's not enough and the board knows it because I have told all of you hundreds of times," Steve walked out the door and slammed it against the frame.
Livingston sighed, bringing Diana back into the present conversation. "Don't worry. Steve will come around."
Diana nodded trying to make sense of what happened.
"I wanted Steve and you to meet before you showed up at the place. Offer him a chance to process. It just wouldn't have been fair to spring this on him in front of other people. You saw how he reacted. After Peggy died, he has become overprotective."
Diana looked down at the ground. "So Steve was married to Peggy, the founder of this place?"
"Yes."
"And she died?"
Livingston frowned. "I'm afraid so. The whole town of Middletown loved Peggy. A woman like her is impossible to replace."
Diana's stomach twisted. "That's so sad."
Now Steve's sudden gloom made sense. He seemed too young to be a widower. She'd never lost anyone close, so she couldn't identify with him, but her heart ached for him all the same. Behind his hazel eyes, Steve hid the pain, the loss of an irreplaceable woman. She would remember that next time they talked.
"Very sad indeed. Having you at Equal Opportunity will be hard on him. Don't hear me wrong. Steve's a good man, and he does what he thinks is best, safest, for everyone." The principal straightened a pile on his desk.
"What kind of work is done at Equal Opportunity exactly?" Diana asked.
"Nowadays, college degrees are more important than ever. Most of the good job offerings require a college degree. But getting into, paying for, and graduating from college is also no easy task. It's only more difficult for low-income students. Equal Opportunity is dedicated to promoting low-income students, helping them access and pursue the education they deserve. It was Peggy's idea. She was a therapist. A great one."
Diana made a gesture indicating she was following him.
"At Equal Opportunity, we work hard to ensure that those kids won't be looked over or treated unfairly when it comes to education. So, what do you think about it."
"I've taught gang members in my classes in Denver." Diana shrugged. "It's something you get used to, as weird as that sounds. It wasn't much fun, but we managed."
"I figured as much reading your resume. Between you and me, the place could use the infusion of some new blood. Especially female blood. Now, there is one other thing I want to discuss with you if you have another moment."
Livingston opened a manila file on his desk. "You played volleyball in college, right?"
"All four years." Diana tried to smile, but her mind was still on Equal Opportunity. She really liked the idea. Hopefully, Steve wouldn't make her time there uncomfortable.
"Would you be willing to sit in on tryouts this year? We had some troubles last year... accusations of unfair selections. I'd like the decision to be made by more than just the coach."
Who happened to be Georgina. Great! But after what Amelia said about teachers needing to be involved, she couldn't say no to her first chance. And it was only tryouts, not a commitment to coaching all season.
Diana chose her words carefully. "I guess I wouldn't mind helping, but I don't want to step on any more toes than I feel like I already have. Are you sure my help would be well received?"
"Show up at the gym tomorrow afternoon, and leave the coach to me. It'll all be fine."
Famous last words.
Diana shuffled out of the office, suddenly not looking forward to lugging her bags home anymore. Her bags felt heavier than before as she left the office. She came to Middletown to get away from drama, yet it seemed like she'd just found more.
Steve leaned on the lockers across from the main office, his hands jammed in his pockets. Diana kept her head down and walked in the opposite direction from him.
"Wait up." He caught up to her in two strides. "Look, I'm sorry for how I sounded in there. I shouldn't have gotten worked up. Can we talk about this a little more?"
The canvas bags bit into her shoulder, and she switched it to the other arm. "Not if you're just going to tell me no again."
"Let me drive you back to the inn."
"What?"
"A ride. To the inn. Your bags look heavy." He rubbed the back of his neck.
She glanced out the front doors. The temperature outside had climbed all day. She'd already considered digging out her bathing suit and heading to the lake. A ride might not be such a bad idea.
If she and Steve were going to work together, she'd have to talk to him again at some point. So, she might as well get over the awkwardness now while she had the chance.
"Know what? It's hot. I'll take you up on the offer."
"I'm parked at the far end of the lot. Wait here. I'll pull up to the front." He turned to leave before Diana had a chance to reconsider.
She stood in the lobby and watched him make his way to a large green pickup parked at the back of the lot. Almost everyone had left for the day.
Georgina clipped down the hall toward her on high heels. A stylish belt accentuated the woman's trim midsection, and with her blouse unbuttoned at least one button too many, her string of pearls laid in just the right place to draw even more male attention.
"You won't last." Georgina stopped a few feet away. She crossed her arms over her chest.
"Excuse me?" Diana straightened her spine.
Now probably wasn't the best time to tell Georgina she'd be at the volleyball tryouts.
"They haven't been able to keep anyone in that position for years." Georgina took a step closer as she eyed Diana from head to toe and found her lacking. The woman towered over her.
Be kind.
"Thanks for the heads-up." Diana forced a smile.
"Tell me you've at least taught before."
Diana forced her shoulders and hands to relax, a trick she'd learned over the years
"Yes. Three years in Denver."
Georgina laughed and splayed her hand across her ample bosom.
"Middletown is completely different to a big city. You won't last. Not with the people in this town and not with that attitude."
Attitude?
Steve honked the horn of his pickup.
Diana jumped. "I have to go."
Georgina trailed her down the front steps. "You'rewith Steve?"
Whatever that meant.
"Yes." Diana sidestepped Georgina to get to the passenger door. She yanked the handle. "Sorry, I really have to leave."
Diana climbed into the cab and buckled her seat belt. She pulled down the visor on the mirror and pretended to check for something in her eye to avoid Steve's gaze.
Making Georgina think she and Steve were an item probably wasn't her best idea.
* * * * *
CHAPTER 10
Georgina sauntered around the front of Steve's truck.
Steve sent Diana a look he hoped told her he was sorry for the delay Georgina would, no doubt, cause.
Georgina motioned for him to roll down his window. When he did, she leaned on his door and then reached into the car to smooth her hand over an imaginary wrinkle on the sleeve of his shirt. "Running away so quick? I didn't get to talk to you today."
Steve curled his hands around the leather wheel. "You know how it is. The first day is always a whirlwind."
She rested her chin in the palm of her hand and lowered her eyelids halfway when she talked. "We'll have to find some time this week to catch up. Maybe lunch. Or dinner. Or both could be arranged. I could cook for you at my place." She played with her necklace.
How did a guy tell a girl he's not interested once and again when she doesn't take a hint?
"Thank you, but no thank you. You should know I'm not interested in dating, Georgina. Have a nice day." Steve popped the gear out.
Georgina wouldn't be someone he'd pursue if he would. Too aggressive for his liking.
Georgina crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes when Steve started to pull away. She shot a mean look at Diana.
Steve puffed out a long stream of air as he pulled out of the parking lot. The radio local country station was playing a sad song over his speakers. Something about a lost dog and a state fair.
Steve stole a glance at Diana. His gut tightened. He had to convince her not to go to Equal Opportunity. But how?
The truth.
It was time to open up again about Peggy's death. No matter how much he didn't want to. This was his punishment. For the rest of his life, he'd relive his failure over and over. He failed to Peggy, but it was within his power to save Diana.
Diana glanced across the cabin as Steve pulled onto a road and turned away from the downtown portion of Middletown.
"Where are you taking me?" She tried to keep her voice calm, but she needed to get back to the inn to work on her lesson plan for tomorrow.
"I'm just taking the long way home, if that's okay with you. Like I said back at school, I want to talk."
She had a lot to get done tonight, but she also needed to smooth things over with Steve if she was going to be working with him.
Diana nodded once. She slipped on her sunglasses to peek at Steve.
Jane Austen would have described him as dashing. As the evening sunlight skipped over Steve's head, the color of his hair seemed to shift from black to brown
She shifted in her seat. "Put the brakes on, girl." She needed to view him like Scott. Like her father. A man who couldn't be trusted.
If her breakup with Scott had taught her one thing, it was that white knights didn't exist.
It took only a few minutes for the homes to grow farther and farther apart. Steve turned after a sign that read 'Panoramic point'.
A small road snaked around trees. A both sides of the road, small, different-colored signs marked hiking paths ranging from beginner to expert level. Steve pulled around the last bend and Diana had to shield her eyes from the sun. They cleared the wooded area and were at the top of a hill. Steve rolled the truck to the edge of the pavement and turned it off.
The view out of the windshield made Diana catch her breath.
The lake spilled out before them far into the horizon, its water breaking in a thousand white crests as the water rolled back and forth. A coastline of beaches stretched for miles.
"This is beautiful." Diana unbuckled her seat belt and braced her hands on the front of the dash.
The knotted feeling in Diana's stomach loosened a bit. She could get used to sights like this. She'd have to remember to come here for her jogs.
Steve looped his hands over the steering wheel. "It's my favorite spot."
"All right, enough stalling," Steve said to himself.
"I want to explain why I don't want you to volunteer at Equal Opportunity." He cringed. That came out wrong.
Diana's gaze, which a moment ago had been fixed out the front window, snapped in his direction. She narrowed her eyes. "What's your problem?"
"Equal Opportunity is in Portland, in a bad neighborhood. Those teens are far from being adorable and collaborative. Some of them were part of gangs. Some were hooked on heavy drugs. They can be dangerous."
"I see your point, but I think it's my choice to make, not yours," Diana stated in a firm voice.
"Why mess with danger when there are so many other things you could spend your time doing?" Steve spoke slowly and evenly, she needed to understand that the danger was real. She needed to back out. She should stay safe in Middletown.
"Principal Livingston told me about the work you do. I want to help. I'll be fine."
"I don't think you get it."
"Actually, I do. Ithinkyou're forgetting that not only did I grow up twenty minutes from one of the biggest cities in the country, but I also taught inner-city students. I promise you, Denver's got more issues than Portland. I'm not afraid."
"You should be." He clenched his jaw. "It's dangerous."
She tossed her hands in the air. "I can't live my life controlled by fear. I won't."
The conversation was not going well. Steve needed to choose his words carefully.
"Did Livingston tell you about my wife?" He paused and gulped. "About Peggy?"
"He said she passed away and that she was an incredible woman." Diana's voice was quiet. "I'm sorry for your loss."
"Thank you. Peggy and I had been friends since grade school." Steve took a deep breath then continued. "Everyone knew we'd get married."
He sighed. It still hurt to think about her.
"I guess you don't need all the backstory."
She tilted her head. "You don't have to talk about it if you don't want to."
Steve cleared his throat. "No. I do. See, Peggy had this heart to help others. She wanted to make a difference and didn't care if that put her in danger. I usually went with her when she went to Equal Opportunity. Something about her going alone didn't sit well with me. That kind of place attracts dangerous people. But then, this one night, we got into a fight. We shouldn't have yelled."
He swallowed hard again.
Why did he have to argue with her? Steve asked himself that question every night as he lay in bed. If only he hadn't brought up his desire to start a family, if he hadn't pushed the issue with Peggy yet again, she'd still be here.
"We didn't apologize to each other before she left that night." The words tumbled from his mouth fast and weighty. "I didn't go with her. I should have. Looking back, I don't know why I didn't. She should never have been left on her own there..."
The admission felt like fire to his gut. When he talked about how he'd failed Peggy, well, then he wanted to punch something. No. Not just something, Steve wanted to punch himself. After promising to protect his wife for the rest of his life, he had failed.
Diana tentatively laid her hand on his forearm. "You don't have to go on."
Steve took a deep breath fighting the tears.
"I got the call three hours later. Some coward attacked her as she was locking up that night. They made off with her phone, her wedding ring, and her wallet." Steve gulped hard fighting the lump in his throat. "She died there before the paramedics arrived."
Diana squeezed his forearm where her hand still rested. "It's not your fault."
He slipped his arm away from her touch and ran his hand through his hair. "I should have been there."
Diana felt nothing but compassion for Steve. "You can't blame yourself."
Steve jammed the keys into the ignition and the truck shook to life. He glanced back at her, catching her gaze right before she turned away. "Please reconsider volunteering at Equal Opportunity. That's all I'm asking. There are other places that are safer."
"I promise to think about it," she said. "Thanks for trusting me with your story."
Diana didn't talk again on the way back to the inn which suited him. After bringing back the memory of Peggy's last day, Steve didn't want to keep up small talk.
He could only hope her silence had meant that Diana changed her mind. He needed to keep her safe.
* * * * *
CHAPTER 11
Laura welcomed Diana with a smile. "I have some homemade tea waiting for you in the kitchen."
Laura went inside the kitchen and came back in balancing a pitcher of tea and a plate of cookies. "I hope you like oatmeal chocolate chip cookies."
"Oatmeal chocolate chip cookies are perfect." Diana smiled and snagged two.
Both ladies sipped their tea in silence. Diana looked around admiring the objects on display. The mantelpiece showed family photos. Among them, there was a photo of Steve on his wedding day.
"You are close to Steve," Diana said.
"Yes, we are friends. His wife was the therapist of one of my best friends. When Peggy died everyone thought it would be best if he didn't stay alone, so he and his sister Grace moved in together."
Diana stood up and took the wedding picture in her hands. Peggy was gorgeous. "He told me a little about her today."
"Really?" Laura set down her glass. "He so rarely talks about her. Sometimes it makes me feel like he hasn't processed through everything yet."
"I want to volunteer at Equal Opportunity so..."
Laura popped to her feet and started to pace. "You know he'll never let you, right?"
"How I understand it from Principal Livingston, it's not up to Steve." Diana crossed her arms.
Laura stopped moving and faced Diana. "Did he tell you everything?"
Diana put the picture back on the mantelpiece. "I don't think so."
Laura sat down and patted the chair at her side. "Steve and Peggy were inseparable. They knew each other since they were kids. Her death nearly destroyed Steve."
Diana nodded. "He blames himself."
"I know. He can be so thickheaded." Laura shook her head. "Everyone has told him a thousand times that what happened was not his fault. But he keeps saying that if he'd gone along that night, Peggy would still be alive."
Diana nodded.
"The man who shot Peggy could have used his gun on both of them. What does Steve really think he could have done to fight off a gun?" Laura said.
Diana gasped. "She was shot?"
"Oh, he didn't tell you that?" Laura's eyes went wide.
"He only said that she was attacked and died."
"Two gunshot wounds. The offender was never found."
Laura looked away. A few moments passed before she started speaking again. "I think Steve has spent the last two years finding every way imaginable to punish himself."
"He has to see he's not responsible for the actions of a stranger."
Laura sighed as she picked up the empty plate. "Sometimes, it's easier to hold on to guilt than it is to forgive."
"Who does he need to forgive? The gunman?" Diana grabbed the two cups and trailed Laura into the kitchen.
Laura laid the dish in the sink and gazed out the window. She pressed her hand to her lips before whispering, "Himself. Steve needs to forgive himself."
* * * * *
CHAPTER 12
"Do you want some eggs?" Grace asked her brother.
Steve adjusted his tie. It took him a few seconds to recognize the man who faced him in the mirror. He had finally shaved his summer beard.
He turned and smiled at his little sister. "No, thanks. I'll grab a cup of coffee on the way to school."
"Well, you better be off. I don't want to keep you from that cute new redhead teacher."
Ever since he'd made the mistake of casually mentioning his talk with Diana, Grace found every chance to mention her. Steve shoved the teacher binder into a backpack. "Did I tell you she wants to volunteer at Equal Opportunity?"
Grace rolled her eyes. "Only about seven times."
"Well, she does." He opened the fridge and grabbed his lunch. The rest of the shelves looked bare. "Do you want me to get something on my way home for dinner? I can stop and get groceries if you send me a list."
"You'll be on your own for dinner tonight." Grace picked at her nails, a sure sign that she was nervous about something.
Steve set his bags on the counter. "So you have plans tonight? Going out with one of your girlfriends?"
Grace looked out the window. "A guy is taking me out."
He crossed his arms and fought the papa-bear protective urge rising in his chest. The one that made him want to growl at any man who came within ten feet of her. Grace was an adult, but she would always be his baby sister.
She should be married by now if Peggy wouldn't have died, and he wouldn't have needed her badly. Instead, she was stuck with him.



Grace had moved in with him when she saw the state he was in after Peggy's death.
"Do you like him?" Steve kept his voice even.
"Down boy, okay? It's just dinner, not a proposal." She clasped her little pursetightly in one hand. "What's your problem anyway? I don't need your approval, nor did I ever ask you to protect me. I can take care of myself."
He gently caught her arm before she could leave the room.
"Just be careful, okay? You are all I have. I don't want to see you hurt."
"I know, you can't protect me forever. Love is a risk worth taking." She pulled away and brushed past him. "You're going to be late for work." She jutted a thumb at the large clock on the wall.
He still had twenty minutes before he needed to be in his classroom, but he should leave.
He stopped with his hand on the door. "Grace," he called. "I love you."
"I know," she whispered. "I love you too."
Steve came back and kissed the top of his sister's head. "Have a good day."
He climbed into his truck and backed out of their driveway.
You can't protect me forever. It wasn't the first time she'd tossed those words at him.
* * * * *
CHAPTER 13
Diana cradled a cup of iced tea as she gazed out the window and tried to mentally prepare herself for the first day of school.
A buzzer sounded in the kitchen, which meant Laura was up preparing breakfast for her guests. Diana grabbed her canvas bag full of books and stepped out of her room. She should have one more bag, but she realized late last night that she had left the second bag in Steve's truck.
"Well, hi there," Laura scooted a stack of pancakes onto an empty platter. "Would you care for one? I made them myself. "
Diana set her bag of books on the counter. "You know, I actually have an extra couple of minutes."
She dumped warm maple syrup all over her plate. Laura sat with her and said, "Did you sleep well? You look tired."
Great. Did she have bags under her eyes? She'd been up so late last night fine̶ tuning her first class.
"I had a lot on my mind. My life has been a mess lately," Diana explained.
"You know, we're all in the middle of a mess. That's just life, girl. You just need a good man at your side, like my husband Percy," Laura patted Diana's arm. "He was my rock through some rough times in my life. One day, I might tell you my story."
Right. Because marrying her dad had made her mom's life so much easier. Especially when she discovered how many years and with how many women he had been cheating on her.
"Now, look at that, we're talking about good men and Steve turns up. He is one I'd keep my heart open to if I was you." Laura looking through the window.
"No, thanks." Diana smiled at the well-meaning woman.
Even still, she peeked out the window to watch Steve stroll across the yard.
He stepped through the back door into the kitchen. He had shaved since last night, and it made him even more attractive if that was possible.
"Morning, ladies."
Both women greeted him back.
"What are you doing here, Steve? Shouldn't you be at school?" Laura asked with a smile.
"I came looking for Diana."
"For me?" Diana's took in air at the wrong time and started to choke on her bite of
pancake.
He wore a boyish smile. "Need the Heimlich?"
"I'm okay." She gulped down the rest of her water as heat crawled up the back of her neck.
"You left your books in my truck. I thought you might need them."
"Oh, thanks." Real eloquent.
"Do you want a ride?"
"Um, sure." Diana slid off her stool and squeezed past Steve to place her dirty plate in the sink.
They waved to Laura, and then Diana followed Steve out to his truck. He wordlessly hoisted her bags into the truck's bed. An awkward silence filled the cabin on the drive to the school, no radio, no windows down, no talking.
Diana watched Steve out of the corner of her eye as he parked in the school's staff lot. She felt a connection with Steve after he opened up his heart to her. She might not see eye to eye with him about Equal Opportunity, but she had to admit, he was sweet trying to protect her. He didn't know her, but he wanted to make sure she was safe.
"That's not sweet, it's controlling. Steve is just another Scott in the making."
As they walked through the hallway students waved at Steve and a couple of boys exchanged high fives with him. A group of teens started to clap when he passed.
"Mr. McAllister, I have you for the third period. What are we going to do this year?"
"We'll talk about it in class." Steve laughed and stopped to joke with some of the students.
Diana kept walking. She should focus her attention on going over her lesson plan one last time and not on how good Steve McAllister looked clean-shaven, or how his students loved him.
Those thoughts were far too dangerous.
* * * * *
CHAPTER 14
"All right." Steve stepped away from the podium in front of his classroom. "I know that bell's going to ring and you all want to head home, but humor me for these last few minutes. I want you to write a paper about the ways science is part of our daily lives."
"Can you give us an example?" A boy yawned in the back row.
Steve set down the marker. "Sure. Those cell phones you're all texting on behind your lab tables as if you don't think I notice... that's science."
A couple of students looked up from their phones.
"Remember the set of lab safety rules we discussed. Before actually getting into scientific inquiry and designing experiments, you need to understand the importance of lab safety."
Steve stuffed papers into his bag and locked up his room. Normally he'd stay around for an hour after school in case a student wanted to talk, but no one would need help on the first day. Besides, tonight some of the volunteers at Equal Opportunity were meeting to clean up the building and get it ready to open its doors.
Steve tiptoed through the hall because he knew he'd have to walk past Georgina's office. He didn't want his shoes to squeak on the floor as he passed by her. Just after her twenty-seventh birthday, it seemed like Georgina's primal instinct to marry had overpowered her rational behavior. Somewhere along the line she'd decided that Steve was the man for her. The other teachers mocked him unmercifully about it.
He hated it all. Hated how embarrassed he got every time she hit on him, and he hated that she didn't pick up on any of his not too subtle hints to leave him alone.
His shoe caught on a rug between doorways and made a thumping flat tire sound. It was instantly followed by the click, click, click of high heels. Steve cursed under his breath.
"Hey there, handsome!" Georgina was wearing all red today. "Why didn't you stop in and say hi?" she gushed, her hand cupping his elbow. "Oh, no! Steve, you have a marker stain on your shirt. If you want I can wash it for you. I know just the thing to get out a stain like that." She rested both hands on his chest.
Just then, Diana and Amelia walked by. They both looked right at Georgina's hands resting on him. Steve pulled away from her. For some reason, Diana's opinion mattered to him.
He didn't want her thinking he was willing to lead Georgina on. "That's not necessary, thank you," he said louder than necessary.
"I'm just trying to help a clueless bachelor." Georgina leaned toward him, lips puckered.
"Widower." He took a deep breath. Be kind. "I have my sister Grace if I need help. Speaking of which, I have to head home."
He ducked out of her reach and kept his head down until he arrived at the parking lot. Steve sank into the driver's seat and rubbed his thumbs back and forth over the steering wheel.
Should he go back in and find Diana, offer her a ride home again?
"Just go home."
Life had become so predictable over the past two years, just work, avoid Georgina, have dinner with his sister and, manage Equal Opportunity to honor Peggy's memory. Suddenly Steve itched for a change.
* * * * *
CHAPTER 15
Diana hunkered into the seat between Georgina and Principal Livingston. Georgina narrowed her eyes at Diana and flared her nostrils as it took her every ounce of effort not to start screaming. Her red nails pounded against the table.
Georgina leaned closer and in a harsh whisper said, "Exactly what are you doing here?"
If Principal Livingston heard her, he didn't let on.
Diana gulped. "Only helping today with tryouts."
"You mean trying to steal another one of my jobs?"
"I didn't..."
Georgina grabbed her clipboard and rounded the table to face the girls waiting to try out. "There will be two fifteen-minute scrimmage matches and then we'll be done. Make sure your number is fixed to your back and that it matches the form you filled out. There will be three of us walking around taking notes and weighing in on who will make the team this year, so don't come crying to me if you don't make the list."
Diana looked at Principal Livingston, her eyebrows raised as if to say, 'see, I told you so'.
Georgina split the girls into teams and blew her whistle to signal the start of the first match. All three judges paced around the gym. Diana carried a pad of paper and scribbled notes, praying she made the right choices. Making the team had meant so much to her in high school and college.
At the end of tryouts, Diana handed her notes to the principal. "That's it, then."
He scanned her ranking of the girls and nodded. "Thank you for taking part in this on such short notice. I appreciate your input." Livingston tucked the papers away. "Do you need directions to get to Equal Opportunity tonight?"
She paused. "I didn't know you were going there tonight? Why didn't I hear anything?"
Livingston shoved his hands in his suit coat pockets. "Steve sent an email out about meeting tonight to clean the building since it's been locked for the summer. So I guess that means you're not on the mailing list yet."
Diana fisted her hands. She wanted to shake Steve for not telling her. He'd hear about this when she saw him later. Only earlier today she'd considered him such a nice guy, so much so that she'd warned herself not to be attracted to him.
What a joke!
He knew she wanted to be involved and hadn't said a word when he drove her to school that morning. The nerve of that man!
She pulled up the notes app on her phone and entered the time and directions to Equal Opportunity from Principal Livingston and assured him she could drive there herself.
'Irv the Pig' sat on a plastic chair with his legs propped up near the main entrance. Diana wasn't in the mood to deal with him right now. She wanted to go home, change and have an hour to unwind before heading to Portland. Her temper needed to dissipate before she arrived at Equal Opportunity.
She veered toward the doors that led back into the school hallways; she'd just take the long way out and avoid Irv altogether.
"Miss Snow!" A girl with a long black braid chased after her. When Diana stopped and turned back around, the girl puffed as she caught her breath. "I'm Karen. I'm in your second-period class."
"I remember you." Diana smiled. The girl had raised her hand to answer almost every question. She'd also aced the quiz on the books covered in the school's required summer reading program.
"I just wanted to tell you that I loved what you said about that Robert Frost poem. I've been thinking about it all day, and I think you've helped me choose what to do after graduation." Karen jumped up and down.
Diana's eyes went wide. "Really?" Teaching always amazed her. The impact she could have through words without even realizing it was happening made her want to rethink everything she said and did. Once a teacher, students watched her actions. She needed to remember that.
"Yeah, that thing about taking the less-traveled path, it finally helped me decide to be a doctor instead of becoming just a nurse." She lunged to hug Diana.
Diana laughed and hugged her back, welcoming the human contact. "I'm glad it was helpful."
"You're cool, Miss S." Karen flipped her hair over her shoulder. "I'm glad they picked you for the position."
"Me, too." Diana winked at her.
Karen hugged a textbook to her stomach. "Are you coming to the End of Summer Dance?"
"I haven't heard anything about the End of Summer Dance."
"It's a tradition here. At the end of the first month of class, the school holds the End of Summer Dance, and the teachers chaperone it. Tell me you'll be there. I don't like to do stuff like that, but if you go, I'll go."
"Well." Diana looped her hand on her bag strap. "How about I promise to think about it?"
"Okay, but if that's the case, then I promise to hound you about it every day until you say you're going." Karen walked backward down the hall so she was still facing Diana.
"Deal." Diana shook her head good-naturedly. Hopefully, Karen would forget to press her about the dance, and Diana wouldn't have to find an excuse to not go.
Georgina fell into step beside her. Where did she even come from?
"I see everyone just loves the new teacher. A word of advice? Don't let it go to your head." Georgina placed her hand on the door handle so Diana couldn't leave. "Just a hint, Diana. If you were trying to get anywhere with Steve, it's not going to happen. It would really be best if you kept your distance from him."
She didn't care about Steve, but Georgina didn't know that. This woman needed to realize that it wasn't okay to push other people around. Georgina had done just that to all the girls at volleyball tryouts, but she wasn't about to get away with treating Diana that way.
"What's that even supposed to mean? You can't go around threatening people. Who are you? The teacher's version of a bully?" Diana's hands popped to her hips making the straps on her bags dig into her shoulders. Georgina didn't answer her. She lifted her hand off the door handle and walked off down the hallway.
Diana would have loved to say something to get under Georgina's skin. In the truck after the teacher's institute, Steve seemed annoyed when Georgina flirted with him. Then again, Diana's record at judging men was not the greatest.
Either way, Georgina could have Steve because Diana sure didn't want him.
* * * * *
CHAPTER 16
The ride to Portland took a solid fifty-five minutes.
After passing the 'Welcome to Portland, city of two rivers' sign, Diana drove by empty lots, weaved around trash in the street, and gawked at the boarded-up homes, and warehouses. The conditions were far worse than the part of Denver where she had taught. She had read about the neighborhood where Equal Opportunity was located. Crime rates were 213% higher than the national average and violent crimes were 95% higher.
A crumbling concrete lot made up the area in front of Equal Opportunity. Weeds grew knee-high through the cracks near the sidewalk. Shouldn't someone cut those? A single light flickered on the front of the building and only illuminated half of the nonprofit's sign. Chills washed down Diana's back.
Maybe this had all been a mistake. Maybe Steve was right.
Mistake or not, she would go in. If only to prove Steve McAllister wrong and show one more man that he couldn't call the shots in her life.
Five other cars, including Steve's truck, filled the lot. Diana sucked in a deep breath and left her car. She checked the door handle to make certain her Ford was locked and then headed into the building.
The tight feeling in her lungs went away the second she stepped inside. Fresh paint in bright colors filled the first few rooms. There were tables and desks to work at, a room with five old computers, and another with science equipment.
Inside the building felt like a safe haven.
She followed the sound of voices to the back dining room where everyone huddled around a table over bowls of pasta. The room fell silent when she stepped through the doorway.
Steve's mouth hung open and his fork stopped midair.
"What are you doing here?" He looked like a bull about to start pawing the ground.
"I'm here to help." Diana shrugged.
Steve stood up and crossed to where she stood.
"I thought we talked about this." His voice held an insistent tone.
Principal Livingston motioned for everyone to bring their bowls to the large kitchen sink. "I think it's about time we start working. Dean and Brian, you've got the floors. Gene and Nancy, you have the bathrooms, and please also make a list of supplies that need to be restocked. I'll be in the office or the basement with Aaron. Sonny..." he pointed at a teenage boy wearing orange high-tops, "...you can wash up these dishes. But before we get started, I'd like to introduce Diana Snow. Diana is the new teacher I told you about at our last board meeting, and she's going to be a great asset to our team."
Livingston offered her an encouraging smile.
Everyone but Sonny and Steve dispersed to their assigned tasks. The teen boy whistled long and low. "You're hot. I wouldn't mind..."
Steve growled. "Be respectful."
Sonny stood a bit straighter. "Apologies. I mean, you're one pretty woman, Miss Snow."
Diana laughed. "Thanks. I think. You can just call me Diana."
Steve stayed rooted in the same spot. He worked his jaw back and forth like he wanted to say something, but fought the urge.
Sonny motioned to the deep, industrial sinks. Diana followed him.
"Between you and me, you still have a lot to learn about women." Diana smiled at the teenager. His forced charm, seasoned with street smarts, had a way of softening her heart.
"Maybe I can take a few lessons with you," Sonny said and laughed.
"Keep dreaming." Diana laughed too. "So, you volunteer here?"
"Kind of. More like, they can't shake me even if they want to." Sonny grinned.
At the end of the night, everyone gathered in the kitchen. Gene, an aging man who looked like he might have been the leader of a motorcycle gang at some point, cleared his throat.
"I wanted to thank everyone for their hard work tonight. It looks like we'll be shining for our opening next week. Unless anyone else has something to say, let's head out. We'll see you all next week."
Diana grabbed her purse and made it out the door. She just wanted to get back to the inn, take off her shoes and relax. It had been a long day.
Steve's truck was parked next to her car, but besides that everyone had already left. She clicked the button to unlock her car and then froze. Someone waited in the space between her car and Steve's truck, right outside her driver's door. A scream died on Diana's lips. She never could find her voice when scared.
"Are you really set on being a part of this?"
Steve. She should have known. A man's voice had never sounded so good. Her knees stopped wobbling.
She loosened the hold on her purse. "You know, you really shouldn't hide behind dark trucks and scare women."
He crossed his arms and leaned against her car. "At least you're admitting there's something to be afraid of."
Diana blew her bangs out of her eyes. "Yeah. Creepy science teachers who huddle by my car."
Steve's hands dropped to his sides. "I wasn't huddling."
He took a step closer to her.
"After actually seeing this place... do you still want to be involved?" He spoke so quietly, she had to lean even closer.
Did she? Diana bit her lip. "Yes, of course." If only to prove she could.
"But I don't understand..."
"I always wanted to be a teacher, but helping students like the ones that come here is my passion. I want to make a difference." Diana tried to keep the quiver out of her voice.
Steve shook his head.
"It's not safe here, Diana. Don't you see that? For instance, tonight, what if I hadn't stayed and made sure you got to your car safely?"



"Then you wouldn't have been hiding by it?" she said trying to defuse the situation.
"Be serious. This is a dangerous neighborhood."
"So you keep saying." Diana just wanted to get in her car and go home.
He shoved his hands into his pockets. "I'll continue to remind you of that until you get it."
Diana folded her arms, pressing her hands into her armpits to hide that they were shaking. "And what exactly does getting it mean? Dropping out? Not being a part of this?"
She took a step closer to him. "Just because you don't agree with something, doesn't mean you can bully me until..."
"I'm not bullying you." He put his hands on her shoulders, making her look up at him.
"You are." The words should have come out with more force and in a more convincing tone, but some of her fight was gone. Speaking up was harder than she imagined. No wonder she'd never been able to state her doubts with Scott.
Steve let his arms fall to his sides. "I'm sorry I'm making you feel I am. It's not my intention."
Diana shivered.
"You're cold." In a fluid movement, he unsnapped his jacket and slipped it around her shoulders.
"It's not necessary... my car will warm up and..."
"Please keep the coat on." Steve's voice was gentle. "You can give it back to me tomorrow."
She kept staring into his eyes. As much as she wanted to believe Steve was just another controlling man, Diana couldn't deny the concern written in his wrinkled brow and open expression.
"Be safe, Diana."
She nodded and fumbled with her keys as she got into her old Ford. Her engine coughed when she turned it on, and she slowly pulled out of the parking lot. Steve's truck followed.
When she had a bit more money, she'd have to have her car tuned up. What would she do if it broke down here?
Phone AAA and wait by the side of the road? Scary.
At the stop sign, she glanced at the truck lights behind her in the rearview mirror. Steve. He'd take care of her if her car broke down tonight.
For the first time, Diana was thankful he was so protective.
* * * * *
CHAPTER 17
The farmer's market took over Middletown's square each Saturday morning. Grace and Steve, like most people in town, did grocery shopping once a week. It was also a good occasion to socialize and exchange the latest gossip.
The heady, sweet scent of ripe fruit and fresh-baked bread filled the air. Amber jars of honey caught the sunlight and cast prisms onto the ground. Tiny pumpkins decorated with painted faces in different expressions dotted every table. Pyramids of yellow corn, squash, and zucchini filled a whole table, butting up against a refrigerated compartment on wheels with fresh meat and large blocks of orange cheese encased behind glass.
Steve checked around looking for Diana, but she wasn't there. Not that he cared. She probably didn't want anything to do with him. She was on his mind this morning, thanks to Grace, who had teased him mercilessly during the whole walk to the square.
"She's pretty, isn't she? Diana? You're a goner for her."
Steve pulled his wallet out of his back pocket and paid for the produce Grace picked out from Farmer Stamford's booth.
"That's all we need. I'll chat with the girls," Grace told her brother.
Across the grassy town square, near the small rose garden, Principal Livingston sat on a park bench and waved for Steve to join him. That was the bad side of small-town living, he could never escape his boss. Good thing he liked the man.
Livingston held a giant chocolate-chip ice-cream cone as he smiled at Steve. "Enjoying your first school-year weekend?"
"Plan to." Steve set the heavy canvas bag next to Livingston.
"Did you need something, sir?"
"I know we're off school hours, but I wanted to remind you about the End of Summer Dance. I should have done so on Friday, but I forgot."
Steve's gut tightened. "What about the End of Summer Dance?" Out of all of Middletown's yearly events, and there were many, the End of Summer Dance had been Peggy's favorite. There was always a scramble to find adults willing to wear the label of chaperone. It probably had something to do with the fact that the chaperones had to serve as square-dance instructors for the party, as well. Steve had avoided the event the past two years driving out of town.
Edward Livingston ate some of his ice-cream cone and said, "I looked in the file, and in our rotation schedule, this year's chaperoning duties fall on the science department. Since you're department Chair I want you to be at the event and get commitments from three of the other teachers."
Steve's jaw locked for a moment. "I can't."
Livingston nodded as if he expected his reaction. "I'm sorry, Steve, but you'll have to attend the Dance this year. Special events are listed in the contract you signed when you took over as head of the department last year. I thought you knew that." The principal's voice was gentle but firm.
"Evidently I didn't read all the small print."
"If you look, that's part of your role. I'll need you to lead the other volunteers as they brush up on the steps for square dancing, and you'll have to bring a partner to the dance so you can teach the students the steps involved."
"You're ordering me to bring a date?"
"Not ordering, more like, reminding you to fulfill your responsibility."
Steve grabbed the bag of produce and headed to find Grace. His mood was definitely ruined. Being surrounded by so many people had suddenly lost all its appeal. He needed some time alone.
Most of all, he needed to think of a reason not to attend the event.
* * *
Laura looped one of her arms through Diana's, holding her daughter, Lily on her other hand. "Have I told you how glad I am that you are living at the inn?"
"Only about five or six times." Diana patted Laura's hand as they walked down the sidewalk toward the center of town.
"Usually, my husband Percy comes to the market with me but, since he's out of town, it's nice to have company."
Laura told Diana that she had to be seen at the farmer's market if she wanted to successfully become a member of the town. "Besides you can check the male population."
"I'm not looking for a man." Diana kept her voice low and waved to some of her students as they passed.
"You sound like it's a bad thing to want that," Laura clearly didn't feel the need to keep the conversation private or her voice low. "I have a feeling you didn't always believe that."
"Oh, really?" Diana's cheeks blushed.
"You're so standoffish when the topic of men or dating comes up. I'm terrified that you've cut yourself off from the possibility of love." Laura placed her hand on Diana's forearm. "What happened to you?"
Diana checked around. There was no one nearby right now. "You know what happened? Men lie, they can't be trusted. I feel no need to be in a relationship just to find myself disappointed and hurt in the end."
"Not all men. My husband is one of the good ones." Laura knew it was Diana's pain talking, so she didn't push the issue.
They were so immersed in their conversation that as she rounded the corner Diana smashed right into Steve's chest.
"Careful," Steve grabbed her wrist to steady her.
The bouquet he carried thumped to the ground. Who were those flowers for? Georgina?
A pretty woman with wavy brown hair peeked out from behind Steve. "Is this her?"
Steve and Diana both stooped to pick up the flowers but instead banged heads.
"Ouch!"
"Are you okay?" Steve asked Diana.
"I'm fine." She rubbed her forehead. "Sorry about your flowers."
The girl with wavy hair stepped forward. "They're fine. They were just for the house anyway." She scooped the pretty blooms up and pressed them to her nose.
"This is my sister. Grace." Steve jutted his finger to indicate the pixie-size woman next to him.
"Nice to meet you. I'm Diana." She extended her hand.
Grace grinned at her. "You should know by now, we don't do the whole shake hands approach in this town." She reached over and hugged Diana. "So you're the one who's been getting under my brother's skin? Now I know why, you're truly beautiful."
Steve looked off and acted like he couldn't hear Grace, but Diana saw he was watching them.
"What's with the worried face, Steve?" Laura asked her friend.
"Livingston wants him to chaperone the End of Summer Dance," Grace explained.
"You know pretty well why I don't want to be there," Steve mumbled.
"While you comfort my brother, Laura, I'll show Diana around," Grace looped her arm through Diana's.
Diana glanced over her shoulder at Steve and Laura. "Can I ask what you meant when you said I've been getting under Steve's skin?"
Grace smiled at a group of kids running around. "Let's just say he brings you up, often."
Diana stopped. "In an I-can't-stand-that-girl way?"
The corners of Grace's lips tipped up. "Nope. Not like that. But I think I've probably said too much already."
"Sorry. I don't want you to break any sort of sisterly bond, but I guess I'm having a hard time understanding your brother."
Grace turned and tilted her head. "Steve's not hard to figure out. He's basically an open book. I mean, he takes care of everyone, waaaay more than he needs to. He loves kids and teaching, and keeps to himself for pretty much everything else."
"A regular Rochester." Diana selected two bracelets to try on from a stall.
"Huh?" Grace wrinkled her nose.
"Sorry. English teacher reference." Diana laughed. "It's from the book Jane Eyre."
"Does this Rochester guy at least get a happy ending?"
"Eventually. But he's a grouch for almost half the book."
"That sounds like my brother." Grace rolled her eyes.
"What sounds like your brother?" Steve's voice made both of the women jump.
His sister offered a silly grin. "Diana says you're like some fictional guy named Rochester."
Heat raced up Diana's neck. Hopefully, Steve didn't know English literature well enough to know who the character was.
She spun around to meet his eyes.
He knew.
Steve tilted his head and squinted at her. "That brooding guy with his wife locked in an attic?"
Grace burst out laughing and fanned her face. "Oh. That's so funny. You didn't tell me that attic part, Diana. Have fun explaining that one."
Grace squeezed Diana's arm and walked away from them.
* * * * *
CHAPTER 18
Steve fought back a smile. Diana always came off as so knowledgeable and put together, it was fun to catch her off her game.
Diana's cheeks turned red. "I guess I shouldn't have said that."
He shrugged and softened his voice. "I don't remember that much about Rochester. I haven't read that book since my high school days, and that was a long time ago. But I did see the movie with my w..." a shadow crossed Steve's face. "Never mind."
Diana took an orange bracelet from a booth and handed her credit card to the person manning the stand.
"Cash only." The guy pointed to indicate a small handwritten sign on the table.
"Oh. I didn't bring any with me." Diana's cheeks flushed.
Steve pulled out his wallet and handed a few bills to the clerk. "I've got it."
"I'll pay you back at school on Monday."
His fingers brushed against her hand as he tied the bracelet on. "There's no need. Consider it a late welcome-to-town gift."
They walked side by side in silence for a while. Diana finally said "I picked orange because it made me think of Sonny."
Steve chuckled. "That'll make his day when you tell him."
"He seems like a good boy."
"Sonny has a good heart." Steve adjusted the bag of vegetables he carried. "But both of his older brothers are heavily involved in gangs. I worry about him a lot."
Diana stopped in her tracks and a small child darted around her. "That's why the work we do at Equal Opportunity is so important."
Images of Sonny's brothers, popped into his head. "We didn't save his older brothers."
"But you offered them another option."
"You truly have a heart for those kids," Steve stared at Diana, the genuine hope in her voice and the shine in her eyes made him soften.
"I believe everyone deserves equal opportunities," Laura explained. "Pun intended."
He swallowed hard. "Which means you're still set on volunteering?"
"Absolutely. You're not getting rid of me." Diana stepped closer. "Just so you know, I did think about what you said the other day. I weighed the dangers, but I'm still going."
"Can you at least promise me that you'll only go if I'm going to be there? I'd feel more comfortable about it if you'd agree to that." He put both his hands up to stop her from starting to talk. "Now, before you answer, let me tell you that I've only missed one night in the past two years."
She shrugged. "I promise."
After Steve left, Diana bought an ice-cream cone and snagged a seat in the gazebo.
A couple of girls she knew as students congregated on the gazebo steps but didn't seem to notice her. They pointed at Georgina, who happened to be strutting around the market in spandex pants and a sports bra and started laughing.
"Do you think they are natural?" One girl snorted.
"No way! No one has a chest like that without surgery," said the second one.
"She's such a joke. No one likes her," said the first girl.
"Please feel sorry for me... I'm stuck on the volleyball team with her."
"My dad said when she was in high school she slept with the whole football team and still no one asked her to prom."
"She's sooo pathetic."
Diana's throat clammed up even though she wanted to tell them to stop.
Georgina glanced over her shoulder at them and then made a beeline for the town hall. Diana finally found her voice.
She snapped to her feet and surged forward. "Girls, it's not nice to talk about someone like that."
The girls froze, unaware that Diana had been sitting a few feet from them.
Finally, one of them regained her composure. "She couldn't hear us, Miss S."
"That not the point. The word here is respect." Diana joined them on the steps. "She's a teacher at your school so she deserves your respect."
The shortest girl crossed her arms and jutted out her chin.
"That doesn't mean we have to like her."
Diana sighed. "You're right to a point. We all click with some people and not with others and don't have control over that, but we do have control over our words and how we treat people. I want better from you girls than to use your words and conversations to hurt others or convince yourself you're better than someone."
Both girls mumbled that they understood, but who knew? She caught the short one rolling her eyes as they walked away.
Diana was sure to end up in a tweet.
Diana made a split-second decision to check on Georgina. If she had heard what the girls said...
She crossed the street and opened the front door to the town hall. Diana walked into the women's restroom. Georgina dabbed at her eyes in the farthest mirror. Clearly, she had been crying.
Diana approached her slowly. "Are you okay?"
Georgina scowled at her. "You must have loved overhearing that."
"Actually, I hated it and I told the girls so." Diana placed her purse on the sink. "No one should talk about another person like that."
Georgina faced her. "What if what they said was true? What if I've done every single thing they said?" Her face crumpled. "No wonder people hate me."
Diana handed Georgina a pack of tissues. "If what they said was true, all that stuff happened in the past. If you don't want those things to be true, you don't have to be that person tomorrow. The best thing about each day, it's the chance for a do-over in life."
"But that stuff doesn't go away. People don't forget no matter how hard you try. In the end, you become a bitter person and no one likes you."
"You're right. It'll always be a part of you. It all adds to your story and shapes who you become, but it doesn't have to be who you are. You can be a different person if you want. Does that make sense?" Diana offered what she hoped was an encouraging smile.
"Maybe."
"Can I do anything for you?"
Georgina turned her back on Diana. She yanked a hooded sweatshirt from her bag and tugged it on over her sports bra.
"Don't tell anyone about this."
"Of course not."
Georgina wanted to be left alone, so Diana gathered her bags and made the trek back to the Inn. The whole walk home Diana thought about her conversation with Georgina. The woman had so much in her past that held her back. Georgina could have been a well-liked person if she would let go of the baggage and drop the prickly exterior to open herself up to others.
In a way, she was no different to Georgina. She also needed to leave her distrust of men and hurt in the past to move forward.
CHAPTER 19
"I can't believe I finally found a place to live." Diana looked at the small house she had rented with a smile. "Thank your sister for finding the perfect home for me."
"I will."
Steve had offered to help her to move her stuff out of the inn. His truck was parked in front of the house full of boxes and bags. During the last weeks, things between them had improved somewhat. Steve was kinder to Diana and had finally accepted her as a volunteer in Equal Opportunity.
The moment Steve walked inside, another vehicle turned into Laura's driveway. A red BMW parked behind Steve's truck, heaving a spray of gravel and a dust cloud in its wake.
She knew that car well. It was Scott's car.
Diana still couldn't think of a reason her ex-fiancé would have come to Middletown. Scott slammed his door and then rounded the car, planting himself in her path.
"Hey, babe." Scott leaned in to hug her and Diana sidestepped him. "I came to give you back your ring."
"Don't 'hey, babe' me. You could have saved yourself the trip, I don't want it back."
Not bad. She had never stood up to him before. If only she could keep the quiver out of her voice.
Scott blinked a couple of times in mock disbelief. Diana wondered what she ever saw in him. His blond hair was styled with copious amounts of gel, and his designer polo shirt probably was worth more than Steve's truck.
Scott stepped closer, into Diana's personal space. He placed his hands on her arms and rubbed his thumbs against her skin. "Don't be like that, babe. I've missed you."
"I didn't miss you. Leave me alone." Diana stepped out of his hold, yanked a ponytail holder off her arm, and piled her hair into a bun.
"Tsk, tsk," Scott grabbed her wrist. Hard. "What kind of girl tells her fiancé to leave her alone?"
"You're not my fiancé. Not anymore. You cheated on me and I dumped you," Diana struggled to pull away. "I want nothing to do with you."
"Listen." He jerked her so his mouth was right by her ear. "Everyone thinks you're a fool. They feel sorry for you, the girl who walked away from a good guy."
Diana snorted. "You're not a good guy. I can't believe how long it took me to see that."
His fingers dug into her skin. "I told everyone the wedding has been postponed while I allowed you to go find yourself. But soon enough, your time here will be over. Do you hear me? Did you really think I'd let you make me look bad?"
"That's up to you, but the wedding is off for good. We don't love each other."
Instead of getting the hint and letting go, he latched onto her other wrist and smiled down at her like the Cheshire cat. "Love has nothing to do with it. You have the right upbringing and family to be the perfect wife for my ambitions."
"Boy, you are clueless. I'll never be your wife. You are a liar and a cheater." Diana kicked his leg hard enough to finally get out of his hold and move away from him.
Steve came out of the house, saw the last scene, and frowned.



Diana had visibly shrunk while the golden boy loomed over her. If he had held on to Diana for thirty more seconds, Steve would have stormed over. He would have earlier if he had known Diana would receive that sort of help well.
"You wasted the trip, Scott, there is no us anymore. We're done. I suggest you move on. I already did."
"Bullshit, I'm taking you home." Scott reached for her, but she moved away so his hand caught only air this time.
"I'm not going anywhere with you. Go away and leave me alone."
Scott's ears turned red and she noticed his right hand was shaking. Till that day, he had won every fight and every argument.
Steve stood at Diana's side. "Are you okay, Diana? Do you need help?"
The second Diana saw Steve she relaxed. Scott couldn't force anything, not with Steve standing next to her. Not with Steve protecting her.
Scott's glare could burn. "You're done playing. You're done making me look like a fool to our friends back home. You are getting in this car and coming with me. Now!"
Diana laughed at him. "You're so clueless. This is where I live now. I'm not coming back."
Diana couldn't quite see what she had found so attractive about Scott. Why had she been so stuck on this man? Sometimes you need distance to gain some perspective. Scott was certainly good-looking and possessed the charm of sweet talk, but as for substance, all she could see now was how demanding he was, and how often he had been looking out for only himself their entire relationship.
Steve, on the other hand, was quiet and more guarded so he didn't instantly attract attention. But unlike Scott, Steve always put her needs before his own. When he disagreed with her or tried to convince her not to do something, it was because he feared for her, not because he needed to prove himself.
Diana slipped her hand into Steve's and laced her fingers with his. She squeezed his hand once, silently asking him to cool down. Steve didn't know that Scott was a lawyer. If Steve threw a punch, Scott would ruin his life in court on a bunch of trumped-up charges.
Scott sneered at Steve. "So, now you're cheating on me with this poor replica of a man?"
"Steve is more of a man than you'll ever be. We were done the moment you went to bed with that slut. I didn't cheat, you did."
"Aw. Poor Diana. Always playing the victim," a slow, mocking smile played across Scott's face. "I never figured you'll end up with Mr. Small-town-loser."
Steve opened his mouth to talk, but Diana tugged lightly on his arm. This battle was hers to fight. If Scott wanted her to get emotional, too bad for him. His words held no power over her any longer. "You have no say in my choices anymore. You are not welcome here, and you are not welcome in my life. Go away, loser."
Scott fisted his hands and looked back and forth between the two of them. "You were always a waste of time, and it won't take long before this new guy realizes that, too, and leaves you for someone better." He stalked back to his car and kicked it into gear. His tires spun in the gravel as he drove away, forming a new cloud of dust that Diana watched slowly settle back to earth.
Steve worked his jaw back and forth. It had taken everything in him not to explode at Diana's ex-fiancé. What kind of man was her ex-fiancé to talk to her like that?
Gently, Steve tugged on her arm and turned her to face him. "Are you all right?"
Tears started to run down her face. She swiped at them with her palm.
She looked so defenseless. A deep longing to protect her rose up in his chest. He realized that he was ready to stand between Diana and whatever danger was out there. Steve would go out of his way to make her feel safe and cherished.
Diana toed the ground. "I walk away from every conversation with him feeling like I'm not worth anything," she whispered.
"He's wrong about you." Steve's voice came out as a fierce growl. "You are a much better person than him." He gathered her to his chest. To his surprise, she unlaced her arms and drew them around his back, pressing her head into his shoulder.
His hand covered her hair as he pressed his cheek against the side of her head. They stood together for a couple of minutes before Diana pushed lightly out of his hold.
"Don't worry. I'm fine. Good, actually." A soft smile played at her lips.
"You sure? Some of that stuff he said..."
"I've never been able to stand up to him like that. I don't think he'll be back."
Steve smiled back at her. "I don't think so, either. Do you want to have lunch?"
"Yeah." She tugged his arm close. "No use letting him ruin my day."
Within ten minutes they were seated at McDonald's. Steve worked the saltshaker around and around in his hand. "There's something I wanted to talk to you about, but I'm not sure right now is a good time anymore."
Diana quirked an eyebrow.
Steve rubbed the back of his neck. "I don't want to come off sounding like him." He dropped his gaze to the table.
In an instant, her hand covered his. "Look at me, Steve."
He obeyed.
"You are nothing like Scott. Okay? Nothing. I'm just sorry it took me a while to realize that."
* * * * *
CHAPTER 20
Could she trust a relationship with Steve? What if he let her down and she ended up hurt again? What if he was nothing better than a cheater, as well?
Steve studied her while he ate his burger. "What are you thinking about?"
"Just... everything." Diana made eye contact. Those hazel eyes would get her every time.
Steve broke the silence again. "Remember the first day I met you? You don't have to tell me if you don't want to, but after meeting Scott I wondered..."
With her gaze locked on the table, she weighed telling him the whole story.
If she was going to try to trust men, then she should start by being honest herself. "I broke off my engagement with Scott."
Diana swallowed and continued. "I thought Scott was the one. I'd had a couple of boyfriends before him that just... didn't care. They dropped me for someone else. I guess I wasn't enough for them."
Steve sat up and turned to face her. As he did, he laced his fingers with hers. She couldn't tell if it was a gesture of comfort, or he wanted to prove that men didn't find her repulsive. Whatever the reason, his touch felt good.
"About four years after graduation I ran into Scott, who I've known my whole life. We grew up in the same neighborhood but hung out with different people in school. When he asked me out, I said yes."
Steve offered her hand a squeeze.
"Unlike my previous boyfriends, it felt like Scott actually cared and wanted to be involved in every aspect of my life. It was only after we broke up that I realized how controlling he was. He separated me from all my friends, all my hobbies, and convinced me to put in my resignation at school since he didn't want his wife to have a job. Anyway, we were engaged within six months, and I thought I finally had my happily ever after.
"He was already living in our condo, but I wanted to stay with my parents until the wedding. He pressured me to come live with him before we were married and that's the only thing I stuck to my guns about, which probably cost me the relationship in the end."
"That's not true. Scott should have waited. He should have respected your choice."
"He worked long hours in his firm downtown, so I decided to surprise him with dinner one night. I went to the condo and saw his car and just figured he'd gone in and taken a nap after work. Instead, I found him tangled up with another woman in our bed." She shook her head, trying to shove the image out of her mind. "I tossed the ring at his head and left."
Steve moved his head up and down. "I heard you when you called him a cheater."
"Apparently, he had been banging his assistant for months. He said he did what all men do and that I had to get over it."
"A man who cheats has no respect for his woman. And a woman who stays has no respect for herself."
"Well, my mother is one of those. My dad was a serial cheater. He cheated on my mom with seven different women in the span of their marriage. I have no idea why she didn't kick him to the curb."
Steve brushed his thumb on her cheek, catching tears she hadn't realized she was crying. Then he tugged the hand he held and pulled her in for a hug. She welcomed the contact, releasing his hand and drawing her arms around his back.
"You're better off without him," Steve whispered into her hair. "Don't spend one-second feeling like you were less than him. He cheated. He lied. He's the loser. You're bothered because after injuring you, he wants to insult you. You are worth cherishing. You are worth being faithful to. You have worth, and any man would be crazy not to notice that."
The words were like a benediction working into all her broken memories.
Everything inside him told Steve to lean in and kiss her. He moistened his lips, but he couldn't. Diana had been used, left, and disappointed by men. He needed to be careful.
Even though he had been married for three years, he knew very little about women. He knew plenty about Peggy, but not women in general.
With Peggy, he had known when to lean in, what each of her expressions meant and what she needed without her asking. Being with Peggy had been second nature since he'd known her his whole life. He never once had to ask Peggy out for a date. They both just knew they'd do something together on Friday night after school. His marriage proposal consisted of taking her to pick out a ring and putting it on her finger the next weekend.
Suddenly, Steve needed to get up and move. "Come for a walk with me," Steve offered.
They walked hand in hand for a while, "Thank you for telling me about your relationship with Scott. I know it wasn't easy," Steve told Diana.
Diana shrugged. "It was time to tell someone. Thank you for listening."
Steve smiled at Diana. "I'm here for you any time you need me. I just wanted to say that even though we haven't known each other long, I'm thankful to have you in my life."
Diana nodded and took a step back into the shadows to mask the grateful tears that threatened to fall. "I'm thankful for you, too."
And she was.
* * * * *
CHAPTER 21
The next weeks passed in a bit of a blur. Georgina's attitude towards Diana mellowed a bit, meaning she was civil around her. Her relationship with Steve, whatever it was, grew day by day.
Diana was excited when she entered Equal Opportunity. After weeks of working with the students and seeing their potential, she had a plan to help them go to college.
Steve inched closer to where Diana worked at a large table with three of the older teens. For some reason, he found himself gravitating to wherever she was. He was acting like a fifteen-year-old with a crush on the cute new teacher.
Steve watched Diana perform a secret handshake with one of the teens and high-five the next three in the homework room.
These were the three students Diana had decided to hunt down tonight to talk to because they were seniors in high school or, like Sonny, had graduated already.
"You came back." Sonny grinned.
"You always sound so surprised."
"That's because each time you leave I always think that's the last time we'll see you. No disrespect, but a pretty woman like you just don't belong in this neighborhood. People like you don't stick around in places like this. You're too good for it."
Diana set her bag on the table and then looked up, making sure she had the attention of all three of the students. "There is no such thing as people like me, okay? There are just people. Not one person is better or worth more than another."
She pulled the stack of college booklets out of her bag. "At the school where I work, we have a whole wall of information about colleges, so I brought some with me tonight."
Sonny crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair. "None of us will go to college. We will never get out of this neighborhood. No one here has got the money for that."
A girl named Jenna leafed through a catalog for one of the state universities. "Let's be straight, Miss S. We barely make it out of high school."
She took a deep breath. "I believe that each of you is capable of going on to college. If you want to go to college, I want you to know that it's a very real option."
"Belief doesn't pay the bills." Jenna wistfully sighed and placed the college handout back on top of the stack.
"No, it doesn't." Diana pulled another bundle of paperwork out from her bag. "But scholarships and grants, along with work-study programs, can help. Right here in my hands, I'm holding the information about more than thirty scholarships that you could each be eligible for. I spent last weekend researching each of them, and I truly think any of you have a good chance."
Diana handed a packet for a small college nearby that awarded money to people wishing to pursue creative writing and performance to Sonny.
Sonny scanned the paper. "You did all this... for us?"
Diana shrugged. "If anyone is interested, I'm happy to help you with entrance essays and the paperwork for the scholarships. I'll walk you through each step if you want." She squeezed the hand of Jenna who'd stayed silent. "I'll even drive you to college visits if you decide you're considering one of them."
"Thank you." Jenna breathed the words more than said them.
Steve stood in the doorway listening to Diana talk to the group about going to college. He'd never thought about taking them through the college-application process, let alone arranging college visits.
Diana finished answering the student's questions, hugged each one goodbye, and stayed to clean up.
She started to gather her belongings, piling books, and notepads into a canvas bag.
Steve held out his hand to carry her bag. "You're great with these students."
Diana slipped on her zip-up hooded sweatshirt and grabbed her car keys. "They're fun to work with."
"They can be. Some of our old volunteers left because they said the students were draining their energy or unreachable. But for you, it's like second nature. A lot of people who have served here are doing it because they feel like they should, but you really care about these kids."
"How about you, Steve? Do you care for them"
Did he care about these students in the same way Diana did?
Peggy had. They had started Equal Opportunity because she'd wanted it, this had been her passion. Not his. He had stayed after Peggy's death to honor her.
In the last two years, Equal Opportunity had become an obligation, a task to complete to honor his dead wife, Peggy. When did he stop caring about these kids? Did he blame them for his wife's death?
Pursing her lips, Diana studied him. "That wasn't supposed to be a trick question."
"I know." He locked the back door after they walked out. "But I can't answer it in a way that I'm comfortable with."
She nodded. You don't have to know all the answers." Diana eased the bag off his shoulder, her touch like sparklers all over his skin. "In fact, it's better if you don't."
"Maybe." He glanced back at the dark building.
Diana's smile was soft. "What you do here is a good thing, Steve. Don't diminish the impact you have, no matter what the reason."
As much as he didn't want to admit it, having Diana around was the best thing for the kids and him. She was changing his heart more than he cared to acknowledge at the moment. Diana cared about these teens and their future.
Now Steve wanted to care again, too.
* * * * *
CHAPTER 22
Grace entered the house just to see her brother Steve pulling some books out of the bookstore bag.
"What did you buy, Bro? That book about the man who kept his wife in the attic?"
Grace laughed.
"Ehm, it's nothing. Just some reading material I bought in Portland." He struggled to put the books back in the bag but they fell on the table.
"Why didn't you buy them here in Middletown?"
Grace walked to the table, took one of the books in her hands, and read the title, "The Art of Seduction". She let out a short laugh and took another, "Alpha Male strategies".
She raised an eyebrow and looked at Steve, "Dating books, Bro? That redhead teacher really got under your skin."
Steve met his sister's eyes and let out a long, deep breath. "Sure I like her. What's not to like?"
"Do you mean that?" Grace wore a goofy grin and bounced in her seat.
Steve rested his hands on the back of his head.
"She's great with the students, I have to admit she made a difference in those teens' lives. She's thoughtful and doesn't just talk for the sake of talking."
"Like how I do all the time?" Grace laughed.
Grace talked a mile a minute and often for no other benefit than to avoid silence. As much as he loved his sister, the constant chatter sometimes wore on him. However, Diana seemed comfortable with silence, which was refreshing.
"Do you know what else I appreciate about Diana? When she talks to me she's not worried about hurting my feelings and there's no pity in her actions."
Grace's smile fell. "I don't..."
"You do."
"I'm sorry, Bro. Truly. It's just... when it first happened, I didn't know what to say, and it kept being like that."
"I know you don't do it on purpose. Everyone in town does it. To them, I'm defined by what happened on one day of my life. There is nothing else they think when they look at me."
"I don't know if that's true."
He looked out the window. "It feels true. But Diana doesn't look at me that way. It's refreshing."
She looked at her brother "Why would you need some book to date Diana? You were already married."
Steve stiffened, struggling to keep his face expressionless. He said finally. "Peggy is the only woman I dated. The only woman I was with. I knew her since we were kids, everything was simple with her. On the other hand, Diana is... well, she is... complicated. I don't get her. She never says or does what I expect."
"That's understandable." Grace said softly, "I think it's sweet, but you don't need any book. Trust me. The only expert on a woman is another woman. You guys don't even think as we do, men's brains work differently than women's."
"Don't be ridiculous," Steve disparaged
"Oh no?" Grace asked. "What is the first thing you do when you get lost on a road trip?"
"I don't get lost," Steve said dryly.
"Right." Grace rolled her eyes. "But if you did?"
"You can't get lost," Steve explained. "If you have a basic idea of where you're headed, you just keep going in that direction."
"Exactly," Grace said dryly as if he had just proven her point. "A woman doesn't think like that. She'd stop the moment she realized she was lost and ask for directions."
"This isn't about asking directions, it's about getting a woman I want. These books teach how to navigate the dating world, how to be charming..."
"You already are charming. Maybe a bit overprotective, but you're good-looking and you're nice when you're not brooding or trying to control everyone's lives."
"Well, Diana doesn't seem interested in me at all," Steve muttered.
"Of course not. Once bitten, twice shy. Her ex-fiancé hurt her. You need to show her you would never do that. You need to show her that you can be gentle and caring." Grace sat at her brother's side and place a hand over his. "You should be who you are, not act like some book says you should."
Grace smiled at his brother, "Those books have nothing to do with proving you're gentle and caring. She is attracted to you."
"How do you know?" Steve asked.
"Remember when we met at the Farmer's Market?"
Steve nodded.
"She kept watching your butt in your tight black jeans. I bet half-naked images of you kept popping into her head while we were talking to her."



"Grace!" Steve blushed. He had the sudden urge to go look at his butt in a mirror to see what Diana liked about it, but restrained himself. He'd done quite enough to look like an idiot in his sister's eyes.
"What? You're a hunky man, you can expect women to throw themselves at you."
"Hunky?"
Grace laughed. "You're really clueless, aren't you?"
Steve had already started placing value on the moments spent with Diana. Between finding reasons to stop by her classroom, helping her to move out of the inn, and seeking her out at Equal Opportunity, Diana was already a priority in his life.
He had to face the facts, he was considering starting a relationship with her. A month ago he would have said that it would never happen. How had Diana worked her way into his mind and heart without his permission?
He was sure Peggy would have encouraged him to find love again.
"Listen, Grace. Don't talk about this to anyone. Especially not to Diana."
"Of course not!" Grace looked into her brother's eyes. "Diana has been through a lot, too, but I truly believe you two would fit well together. Just be patient with her, okay? She's going to be slow to trust a man and she needs time."
Steve nodded.
"I think what we need to do is get the two of you into a more relaxed, social atmosphere," Grace announced.
Steve glanced at her with interest. "Like?"
"Like the End of Summer dance."
* * * * *
CHAPTER 23
The next day, Steve was waiting for Diana outside her class at the end of the school day. She smiled at him and he smiled back at her.
"Say you'll go with me to the End of Summer Dance. I'm not taking no for an answer."
"I don't know how to square-dance. Aren't the chaperones supposed to be instructors?" Diana pushed her hair out of her eyes with the back of her hand.
"I can teach you. It's easy. The caller tells you what to do and you just follow along."
"You mean now?"
"The gym is already set up for couples to practice. There's no moment like the present," he said offering her his hand. "It'll be fun."
"I don't know." Trying to hide the warmth spreading over her cheeks, Diana looked at the floor. The chance to spend more time with Steve, this joking, smiling version of Steve, made her want to say yes, but she didn't want to embarrass herself in front of the whole school.
Dancing with Steve was better than sitting at home wondering all night whom he was dancing with. An image of Georgina rose in her head, and her stomach twisted at the thought of Steve dancing with her instead.
"Okay, okay. Let's do it," Diana said, taking Steve's hand.
* * * * *
For the sixth time during practice, Diana got in somebody's else way and screw them up. Steve gave her a good-natured smile and offered his hand again. The other three couples gave her an understanding smile.
"Golden Slippers" played on the CD player Irv the Pig had set up on a wobbly table.
Every other pair had their dance down pat; only Diana and Steve still fumbled. And it had nothing to do with Steve.
Diana tried to meet his eyes, but she couldn't fake a smile. She felt foolish because she couldn't master something so simple. How was she supposed to teach the students these steps tonight?
Steve should be with someone who matched him better. Someone who was more like Peggy. Diana had no right to entertain the feelings for him that swirled in her heart. But she couldn't help it. As she looked back, even when he tried to overprotect her, he did it in a way that made her feel cherished.
"Are you okay? Your brow is furrowed," Steve reached over and squeezed her shoulder.
"I'm not going to get the moves down by tonight," Diana hung her head and continued, "Wouldn't you rather dance with someone else?"
Taking his hand from her shoulder Steve moved it to cup her chin and drew her face up so their eyes locked. "But I want to dance with you."
She swallowed hard. "Maybe you should dance with Georgina instead."
Saying the words hurt, but knowing Georgina, she could probably do the dances in her sleep.
Steve's lips twitched. "Maybe not."
Diana pulled out of his hold. "You know, it would probably be a good thing for her. She could use a boost. I overheard some teens say downright mean things about her at the market. So many of the students respect you, if you showed up with her maybe it would make them kinder to her."
What was wrong with her? Who shoves a good man into the arms of another woman?
"Maybe I would if I was wired differently," he drew in a long breath. "But I can't dance with someone unless I feel something for them. Call me old-fashioned, but even holding hands, that means too much to me to do casually."
Diana slipped her hand into his. Did her action mean as much to him as it did to her? "But we had been dancing, so what's the difference?"
He just raised his eyebrows looking at her. Diana blushed.
"Do you know what your problem is, Diana?"
"No."
"You keep watching the other girls around you. Then, you watch your own feet comparing yourself to them, and when you try to imitate them you are out of time."
"Then what am I supposed to do? I don't want to make a fool of myself tonight."
He offered her both his hands, palms up. "I know the dance. Trust that I can lead you. Can you do that? Can you trust me?"
She bit her lip. Did he know what he was asking, how difficult that was for her to trust a man?
But, she realized she could. She could trust Steve.
"I do."
"Then look right at my face the whole time, and I promise, everything else will follow."
CHAPTER 24
The next Saturday, Steve sat at the kitchen table letting his cereal get soggy.
His normal routine would include stopping by the farmer's market with Grace and then heading over to Laura's to see if she needed anything, and then catch Diana at her place.
Not today. Tonight he was going to the dance with Diana.
"Are you sure you won't come with me?" Grace bumped her elbow to his.
He scrubbed his hand over the stubble on his chin. Maybe he should shave. "I need some time to myself."
"You aren't going to eat this, are you?"
Steve shook his head. Grace grabbed his bowl and dumped it into the sink. She kept her back to him for a moment, and then she whirled around, her eyes bright.
"You're thinking about Peggy, right?"
Steve nodded. "And Diana. A lot of feelings have surfaced that have surprised me. The last time I went to the End of Summer Dance Peggy was alive."
"Know what? I do know you, and I know sometimes you need to be alone, but other times you need to hear it like it is. Most of the time, you don't get that second part because everyone's afraid to say anything challenging to you."
"Oh, really?" Steve leaned back in his chair. This ought to be interesting.
Always a stream of constant movement, Grace straightened a pile of mail while she talked. "You've got to stop blaming yourself for everything that happens to people. You assume too much responsibility."
Grace grabbed the dishrag and washed down the counter. "When Peggy was shot you said it was your fault."
Resting his elbows on his knees, Steve put his head in his hands. Why would she bring that up? "Because it was my fault."
Grace clunked plates together loudly, making it impossible to speak for a moment.
He raised his eyebrows to her, trying to convey a brotherly knock-that-off cue.
Jutting the dishtowel in his direction, she let out a huff.
"Unless you have a time machine you're not telling me about, you have absolutely no clue what could have happened if you'd gone with Peggy. Everyone is a prophet with tomorrow's newspaper. We can't change the past, but you do get a chance to shape the present. Bro, you've been living in the past a long time. It's time to look ahead."
Grace dropped the rag into the sink then crossed back to sit on her chair. She laid her hand on top of his, and her voice grew quiet. "It was Peggy's choice that night to go to Equal Opportunity."
Then why did he feel like he'd failed her? Emotions clogged his speech and burned the back of his eyes.
He cleared his throat. "Tell me what's so bad about not wanting people to get hurt."
"Nothing... except that the pain-free life you want everyone to have doesn't exist. Bad things happen to everyone." She squeezed his hand. "Just check the news."
Steve moved his head up and down slowly.
"You do not get to pick when it comes or how challenging it will be. But, you get to choose how you respond to it. When adversity strikes, you have two options. You can throw your hands up and ask, 'Why me?', or you can learn from what happened and move on. You can get bitter or you can get better. So far, you have chosen the first one. Stop blaming yourself."
Steve braced his elbows on the table and stared at her.
"You've been wanting to say that for a long time, haven't you?"
Rising from the table, Grace smoothed out her hair in the hallway mirror and grabbed her canvas bag for the market.
"Today seemed like the right time."
With her hand on the knob, she looked at him over her shoulder. "Good talk?"
"I guess."
Flashing a smile, she left out the front door. Steve cradled his forehead in his hand. So much to consider. Why hadn't he processed through these issues before now? Because no one thought to confront him.
The front door swung back open. "Oh, and Steve, Diana is counting on you to make the right choice. Don't leave her hanging for too long."
Grace blew him a kiss and walked out the door.
Right. Diana. Her ability to stand up to him had been the catalyst to so much introspection lately.
Perhaps Grace was right. It was time to move on.
The door swung open again. "Oh, and if you do have a time machine, I want in on it."
"Go to the market." He grabbed a nearby throw pillow and lobbed it at her.
She giggled and finally left.
* * * * *
CHAPTER 25
For the first time in two years, Steve was actually looking forward to the End of Summer Dance. He was going to pick up Diana at her place.
He should have brought flowers. That was the customary practice for something like this.
He shook his head. What had gotten into him? He was acting like a teenager in love.
Hopefully, Laura wouldn't be there and she wouldn't make a big deal over this, like taking pictures with her phone or making them stand awkwardly together taking mock prom pictures.
As his truck bumped up the gravel driveway, his greatest fears were confirmed. Laura and Grace were waiting for him at the door. His stomach dropped.
What if the attention scared Diana? He'd have to walk in and whisk Diana out as quickly as possible.
"You look great in that cowboy hat, Bro. Students will be putting your handsome mug all over Instagram," Grace said before he could even enter Diana's house.
He sidestepped his sister. "Where's Diana? We need to head out."
At that exact moment, Diana walked out the front door and the sight of her made his heart take off like a racehorse from a starting line. For all Steve knew, someone had sucker-punched him in the gut.
The customary dress for the End of Summer Dance was jeans and flannel shirts. Diana was wearing a long skirt that flowed when she walked, shiny new boots, and a shirt that cinched at her small waist.
Beautifuldidn't describe her. It didn't mean enough. She was stunning, the deep green pools of her eyes shining like stars, her hair spilling down her back in large, loose, copper curls.
Steve tried to swallow the lump in his throat. This gorgeous woman who enchanted him, teased him, and challenged him daily was his date.
At least for tonight.
"You look... Wow!" Steve managed.
Giving him a lazy smile she shrugged. "I feel weird. I think Laura has it out for me." Pulling her skirt up a couple of inches, she showed off her shoes. "Look at how high the
heels are on these boots. I'm not used to walking in these babies yet, and now I'm supposed to dance in them."
"Just hang on to me tonight." Steve offered his hand and gestured toward his truck.
"You two are so cute." Grace bustled in between them, looping an arm through each of theirs. Dropping her voice she said to her brother, "You owe me big time for doing damage control, I made Laura promise not to embarrass you guys with pictures. She fought me hard on it, though. And, Bro, you better hurry to stake your claim on Diana, I'm afraid all the guys will be after her tonight."
* * *
Diana looked at Steve as he drove them to school. He had seen her crying her heart out, he been on the receiving end of her anger, listened to her deepest wounds, stayed with her when her heart was bleeding, and hadn't laughed at her when she voiced doubts about men and relationships. Even so, he kept choosing to spend time with her.
His cowboy-themed button-down shirt seemed molded across his shoulders. Clean-shaven, he glanced at her shyly out of the corner of his eye.
In a small town, it didn't take long to reach a destination. He pulled into the parking lot of the school and then rounded the truck to help her down.
"These shoes were a terrible idea."
"You can take them off when we get inside. Almost everyone ends up dancing barefoot anyway."
"Okay"
Steve offered her his arm as they walked into the building. One of Steve's students ran up to them and snapped a picture without warning. "I didn't know you guys were dating! Sorry, Mr. McAllister, but my friend is going to be devastated when I show her this picture. She's had a crush on you since last year."
Diana bit her lip. She should probably correct her before she spread the rumor that she and Steve were a couple all over the school.
The girl squealed. "You two look cute together. Nice work snagging him, Miss S." She glanced at the image on the screen of her phone. "This is so making it into the yearbook." She rushed off.
Heat raced to Diana's cheeks. "Teens can be so... nosy."
Steve chuckled. "Especially girls."
The gym was decorated with bales of hay and scarecrows lined the edge of the room. A giant table in the middle overflowed with a gurgling chocolate fountain, and a live band playing country and bluegrass songs on the stage.
"You look great, girl!" Amelia waved at Diana. She looked cute standing beside the lanky IT guy who worked in the school district's administration building.
"You, too," Diana mouthed as she and Steve moved across the room.
After the next song concluded, Principal Livingston took the stage and announced the start of square dancing. "The chaperones will run through the first two songs and then everyone else can form squares and join."
"Ready?" Steve pumped her hand.
"As ready as I can be." Diana grinned at him.
They launched into the first song, and Diana did what Steve had asked her, she trusted he could lead her. She looked right at his face the whole time. There were a few missed steps, but they laughed it off and judging by the applause at the end of the second demonstration, no one in the crowd minded.
Steve led her off the floor.
Amelia flashed a toothy grin. "You did good, Diana."
"I missed a couple of steps."
Amelia waved at her words. "We all do. I have to go.... I don't want Georgina flirting with my cute IT guy."
After a few songs, the square dancing morphed into normal teenage dancing. Diana and Steve made the rounds for their official chaperone duties and checked the hallways for mischief. Students kept asking to take pictures with them.
Steve squeezed Diana's hand. "I have to go announce End of Summer Dance king and queen."
"I think I'll grab some fresh air while you do that." Diana stepped outside and breathed in the crisp evening air.
Trust that I can lead you. Can you do that?
Steve spoke the words earlier today, but she knew now that they applied to their relationship.
Could she do that?
* * *
Livingston cornered Steve before he could make it back to Diana.
"I have a small favor to ask of you." The principal wore a rather large Stetson hat and a huge belt buckle.
"Wasn't me chaperoning this dance a small favor?" He scanned the dance room looking for Diana.
Livingston smiled at him. "Admit it. You're having a good time."
"Okay." Steve crossed his arms and shook his head good-naturedly.
"What's this favor?"
"I don't know if you heard, but Coach Quinn was rushed to the hospital this afternoon."
"The basketball coach? Is he all right?"
"He'll have to have his gallbladder removed and won't be able to perform his coaching duties for the next few weeks. I asked Irv, but he can't do it because coaching would interfere with that indoor soccer club he plays in. You're the only one I know on staff who plays beside him, and the boys have an important game this Thursday. League rules are that they must be accompanied by a coach or they have to forfeit. I'd hate to have all the students' hard work go to waste."
Thursday. He'd have to make sure Diana didn't go to Equal Opportunity that night. "Sure, I can fill in for him."
"I knew I could count on you." The principal slapped his back.
Steve spotted Diana right away. She was surrounded by some of the single male teachers. They were fluttering around her like mosquitos to a bug zapper. If only they would fry when they touched her, it would serve them right. He saw one offer his hand... probably asking her to dance.
Steve quickened his pace.
If he felt that strongly about seeing her talking to other guys, then it was time to stake his claim on her.
Diana excused herself from her present conversation with two other staff members as Steve started to cross the room.
He glanced at the people she'd been talking with.
"Everything okay?"
"Everything's great."
"Were they trying to get you to dance?" He scrubbed his hand over his chin.
She pursed her lips. "Steve McAllister, if I didn't know better I'd say you were jealous."
"Maybe I am." He took a step closer.
"We were brainstorming ideas for the spring musical." She jutted her thumb back toward two of the men, one was the choir director, and the other taught journalism. "That's all."
Steve took a deep breath. "I'm not good at this stuff, being in a relationship. Peggy and I were young when we decided we'd get married. So I missed learning all the dating rules in high school. But if you'll..." He stopped for a moment and leaned so they could have eye contact. "I know it sounds silly, but would you be my girlfriend?"
Diana gave a rapid-nod answer. "Yes."
"Really?" He squeezed her shoulder. "I might make a couple more mistakes along the way. Actually, I can promise you I'll make a lot of mistakes."
A small smile pulled at his lips, and when he opened his arms she didn't waste a minute flying into them.
"You don't look as horrified as I expected."
Diana smiled at him and confessed, "I don't think I'm as afraid of relationships as I thought."
His fingers found the soft skin at the nape of her neck.
"Maybe because, despite your fears, deep down you know I'm nothing like Scott or your dad," he whispered.
"I know you are not. Just don't hurt me. Please."
"I promise I won't hurt you." Steve's voice was soothing. "I love you." The words were out before he'd considered saying them, but they were true.
"I love you, too."
Steve kissed Diana deeply, and she returned the kiss with equal fervor.
When they parted, he pressed his forehead to hers for a minute with his eyes still closed. "This is all too good to be true."
"Were you faithful to your wife?"
He understood where she was coming from, so he just answered her question, "Yes."
"Have you been with a lot of women?"
"No. I fell in love with Peggy when I was fourteen."
He met her eyes, and she tried to understand what he was telling her. "Do you mean..."



"One woman, Diana. There has only been one woman in my life."
She smiled at him and kissed him again.
"Are you ready to head home? Livingston said he was fine to close the dance without me. It's only got another fifteen minutes until they start clearing out anyway."
"Sure. I'm tired myself."
He offered his arm and she took it. Her feet were sore from breaking in her brand-new boots.
They shuffled out to the truck and climbed inside. Steve laid his arm across the back of the bench, the warmth of his fingers only an inch from touching her neck the whole ride home.
"The sky's so clear now. Look at all the stars. Care to watch them with me for a couple of minutes?"
"I'd love to." Diana smiled at him through the dim light. He motioned for her to meet him at the back of the truck where he pulled down the tailgate.
He slipped out of his coat and helped her into it. "It's a little colder than I thought."
"Thanks." She cuddled into the warmth of his jacket.
"Let me help you up." Steve put his hands on her waist and then didn't move.
Not knowing what to say, Diana smoothed her hand down his chest.
He responded by touching his forehead to hers. "There are a lot of things going through my mind right now, and I can't find the words. I'm so worried something will happen, and this will all disappear," he whispered. "Do you know I'm crazy about you?"
Diana released an uncharacteristic giggle. "I'm pretty crazy about you, too."
After a deep breath, Steve squared her face in his hands. He looked her in the eye as he started to lean closer. She swallowed hard, biting the edge of her lip to keep from tumbling headfirst into that delicious stare.
Automatically, she tipped her lips to meet his. She drank him in, lingering in his kiss and savoring the feel of his hands in her hair. It was like nothing she could have imagined. Steve's kiss was a blessing, a gift that made her feel secure and cherished instead of like something had just been stolen from her.
No more fighting her feelings for Steve.
* * * * *
CHAPTER 26
Diana still had a couple of minutes before Steve would be there to pick her up for their first date. Immediately after their kiss last night he had asked her to go to lunch with him, and of course, she said yes.
Fall slowly crept into Middletown leaving the afternoons cooler than it had been the past couple of weeks. Darker clouds started to roll in over the lake and a bit of northern wind whistled through the spindly porch rails. Diana tucked the blanket she had carried outside with her a little tighter around her shoulders and took a sip of the warm tea from the mug she balanced on the edge of the handrail.
Steve's truck bumped up the driveway. Diana pushed out from under her blanket. "Hey, beautiful." Steve took the front steps two at a time and grinned at her. "Ready to head out?"
During lunch, Steve shared with Diana that Livingston asked him to fill in for the basketball coach for the next few weeks. "The game against our school's rival is this Thursday. I can't be in two places at once. I would if I could."
She folded her hands in her lap. "Are you asking me not to go to Equal Opportunity next Thursday?"
He nodded once slowly.
She looked out the window for a moment. "I know you're asking me not to go only because you care about me, not because you want to control me. So I won't go. I promise. I'll ask Nancy to fill in for me."
"Thank you." The hoarse whisper surprised him, but it was all he could manage.
After lunch, they decided to drive Steve's truck down to the lake and they walked to the dock hand in hand. Residents and some students spotted them and waved or greeted them with smiles and catcalls.
Steve had wondered how the community would react if he started dating again. It seemed as if they were just as excited for him to have a happy ending as he was. Perhaps happy endings could happen more than once in a lifetime.
* * * * *
The game wouldn't start for another forty minutes, but Diana wanted to catch Steve and wish him the best before the team took the floor. Arriving so early, she'd be able to snag a seat right behind the team, too.
Some of the lights were off in the main section of the high school. Game patrons would enter through the gym doors by the ticket counter, but Diana used her school key to stop by her classroom beforehand. Walking in the dark hallways alone brought back every image from every scary movie she'd ever watched.
She picked up her pace. One more turn and she'd be near the back entrance of the gym by the locker rooms. Diana rounded the corner and stopped in her tracks in the dark hallway.
Steve and Georgina stood close together talking near the water fountain outside the men's locker room. Georgina looked like she belonged on a Hollywood red carpet instead of at a small-town event in Middletown. In a tight, red dress, she was way overdressed for a basketball game. Diana fought the urge to inch forward and listen in on their conversation. It had to end soon. Georgina tapped Steve's chest and he started to laugh, a genuine, enjoyable laugh. Diana wrapped her fingers over the hair ties lining her wrist.
Steve opened up his arms and stepped forward, wrapping Georgina in a hug.
Before her brain could compute anything, Diana spun on her heels and started back through the dark halls.
Scott's words from earlier that week whizzed through her mind. "You were always a waste of time, and it won't take long before this new guy realizes that, too, and leaves you for someone better."
Diana palmed at the tears running down her face and dripping off her chin and jammed the back of her hand into her mouth to bite back a sob.
Two imaginary figures appeared hovering on each of her shoulders. An angel and a demon version of herself.
"Scott was right. Steve is no different than the rest of them," Devil Diana hissed in her ear. "Men are not trustable creatures. They cheat and lie. Steve tricked you so easily. Worked his way into your heart just so he could squeeze it dry again."
"Diana! You should know Steve better! You saw him hugging Georgina and immediately assumed the worst? What's wrong with you, girl? You know deep in your heart Steve is not like this. How many times have you hugged a friend? This is no different," Angel Diana replied.
"Except that Georgina is not just a friend. She has been after Steve for years, and it seems he finally relented. You have to admit the woman is burning hot. She has a pair of squeezable tits and an ass to die for. Steve is a man, after all, they all think with their penises," Diana Devil hissed in a low whisper.
"Steve is not like other men. He has been rejecting Georgina's advances for two years. If he wanted to have sex with her, he would have done it long before you came to Middletown." Diana Angel reasoned. "I'm sure there is a perfectly clear explanation for what you saw. Talk with him."
"Talk?" Diana Devil made a naughty sound with her mouth. "So he can give you a cockamamie explanation? You need to punish him, to show him that he can't control your life as Scott did. Let's drive to Equal Opportunity, show Steve you are your own woman and you can make your own decisions," Diana Devil pushed.
"No, Diana! Please! You promised Steve you wouldn't go. That would definitely break your relationship with him. Are you going to act like a spoiled child or an adult?" Diana Angel begged.
"Make him suffer like you're suffering now!" Diana Devil growled.
"Talking is one of the pillars of a healthy relationship. This is the first step to overcome your trust issues. Please, Diana, make the right choice, talk with Steve about what you saw," Diana Angel pleaded.
"To Hell with the right choice!" Diana Devil growled.
"I trust Steve," Diana said to the she-devil, and she poofed in a little cloud of dark smoke. A rush of calm seeped into her heart, untying bonds she hadn't even realized were there.
* * * * *
CHAPTER 27
The buzzer sounded just as the ball the player lobbed fell with a swoosh into the basket. Steve high-fived the team when they ran into the locker room for halftime. They gathered on the center bench to hear his pep talk.
His phone vibrated in his back pocket for the tenth time. Safely away from the crowd, he flipped his cell phone open to see who'd been trying to get hold of him all night. He'd seen Laura in the crowd during the first half. Did Diana or Grace need something?
Every missed call came from Dean. A twenty-pound weight settled to the pit of his gut. Equal Opportunity.
The use of personal phones wasn't allowed during school functions, but he decided to ignore that rule just this once.
Steve hit the redial button.
Dean answered on the first ring. "I've been trying to get a hold of you for the last hour."
"I saw."
"You need to get here, now," Dean was out of breath.
Steve lowered his eyebrows and tried to process Dean's words. His friend's voice usually didn't carry such urgency. He turned his back to the high-school students.
"What's going on?"
"Someone was attacked outside of Equal Opportunity and..."
Steve's knees threatened to give way. No. Please, no. Not her. Not Diana. She had promised. Diana should be in Middletown. Safe.
The basketball team fell silent and all stared at him. He didn't care.
Steve cleared his throat and asked, "Who?"
"Nancy"
Steve started to cry.
"Steve? What's wrong? Why are you crying?" Diana ran to him, her voice full of concern.
Steve looked at Diana as if he couldn't believe she was there. He reached to hug her and cried on her shoulder.
"Steve, what happened?" Diana asked him, doing her best to comfort him.
"Nancy was attacked. For a split second, I thought..." That's all Steve could say before his voice broke down again.
"Steve! Steve! Are you there?" Dean's voice came out from his phone.
Diana took the phone from Steve's shaking hand.
"Hello, Dean, Diana speaking. What happened?"
"Nancy was attacked in the parking lot. She's at St. Vincents's in the E.R. I'm here, too."
"We're on our way."
The news hit Diana like an ice storm. It could have been her. Now she knew how Steve felt all along.
Diana and Steve bounded for the door before Principal Livingston stopped them.
Steve looked at him. "You have to take over as coach, Sir. Nancy was attacked and she is in the hospital. We have to go."
Livingston shooed them out of the room and promised the team would be fine without him.
"I'm driving," Diana said.
Steve nodded.
They drove in silence for a while.
"You thought it was me." Diana finally said. It wasn't posed as a question.
"Yes, I did."
"I promised you I wouldn't go. I was tempted to break my promise to you, but I didn't."
An image of Steve wrapping his arms around Georgina flooded back into her mind.
"Why were you tempted to break your word?" Steve asked her.
"Well, know what, I was angry at you. Downright angry," Diana said gripping the steering wheel so hard her knuckles were aching.
He reeled back as if she'd struck him. "What are you talking about?"
Diana turned toward him. "I saw you with Georgina. Don't act like you weren't with her."
"You were there, I never saw you."
"Of course you didn't see me!" Her laugh held no humor. "You wouldn't have gotten all cozy with Georgina if you'd known..."
Diana had a history of men cheating on her. Of course, her seeing him talking to Georgina would have pressed that button. It bothered him that she didn't trust him to be faithful.
"I didn't do anything with her."
"I saw you."
"You saw what? You saw me hug her?" Steve shrugged. "Yeah, I hugged her. Big deal. She was there to apologize for how she's acted toward me in the last couple of years. Seems she had a conversation with you that is making her rethink the way she's been behaving."
Diana looked at Steve, "A conversation... with me?"
"Yes. That's what she said."
"I didn't know if she'd taken it to the heart or not."
"Evidently she did because she asked me to forgive her. She promised she wouldn't hit on me anymore. She said she was happy for us. I'm sorry if offering her a hug hurt you. At the time I thought it was appropriate."
"So you weren't...?" The fire inside of her defused instantly and she wanted to apologize.
"I would never cheat on someone. Ever." Steve's voice was low, laced with hurt.
Diana lowered her head.
"I'm sorry, Steve. I'm an idiot. Part of me assumed the worst. You know my story with men, but even so, it's no excuse."
Steve took a deep breath trying to relax. His whole body was shaking. His mind flooded with bad memories. He was very close to being overloaded with emotions.
"I suppose it's only natural you had doubts. First your dad, then your ex-fiancé... they were both cheaters."
"Even so, I wasn't fair with you. For a moment, I let my emotions take over."
"You are here, which means you decided to stay and talk with me about what you saw instead of letting your fears rule your actions."
"Yes, it wasn't an easy choice, trust me. But I'm learning that no every man is like my father or Scott. I don't want my trust issues to sabotage our relationship."
Steve gave Diana a soft smile, "Thank you for giving me the chance to explain my side."
"I had the feeling our relationship wouldn't have survived if I didn't," Diana whispered almost to herself.
* * * * *
CHAPTER 28
"Nancy. Can you hear me?"
Nancy opened her eyes and saw Diana sitting at her side. She kissed the back of Nancy's hand then cupped it between both of hers. "You're going to be okay."
Nancy's had a pulsating headache. She blinked deliberately. Confusion started to run around screaming in her head. Equal Opportunity. Footsteps. Her head. That was all she could remember.
"Do you remember what happened?" Steve asked with concern.
He scooted his chair as close as he could get to her. Nancy narrowed her eyes to focus on him.
"Someone attacked me outside of Equal Opportunity. I didn't see my attacker."
Steve nodded. "You have a good goose egg on the side of your head, and you got a bit of a cut on your chin."
Nancy's hand flew to the numb spot on her chin. Stitches. When had they put these in? Why couldn't she remember anything? Her fingers trembled over each suture.
A handsome officer cleared his throat in the doorway. The badge on his uniform glistened under the artificially bright lights in her room. He hooked his hands on his gun belt.
"Good evening, madam. I'm Officer Matthew Reid from the Portland Police Department. The doctor says you're going to be okay." The officer's voice was strong and reassuring.
Officer Reid stepped farther into the room. "I'd like to ask you a couple of questions about what happened tonight."
"I didn't see anything. I was trying to get into my car and then I woke up here."
He pulled out a note-card-size spiral book from his front shirt pocket. "Unfortunately I still need to get some information so I can start a report and hopefully catch the responsible party."
Diana stood up and smiled at the officer. "Can you do this another time? She probably has a concussion and can't think straight right now. We can call you or come to the station once she's feeling up to it if you want, but let's not do this right now."
Officer Reid nodded once.
"My card." He pulled a business card from his pocket.
As soon as the officer left, Nancy smiled at Diana and said, "Thank you, my head is pounding like a rock concert.
"You're welcome, Nancy," Diana smiled at her. "Just focus on getting well."
"I'm glad you're going to be okay," Steve said. "When I got the call from Dean. I thought..." he gulped, "...it was happening all over again."
He didn't bother to explain that he thought it was Diana who had been hurt. Nancy's life was just as valuable as hers.
"I'm sorry you had to relive that, Steve. It must have been horrible for you." Nancy smiled at Steve softly.
"It's okay. We just need to do better at keeping everyone safe in the future, because if we don't I'll have no other choice than close Equal Opportunity for good."
"You can't do that. Those boys and girls need us," Diana's voice was higher than usual.
Nancy nodded. "We all knew what we were getting into when we offered to volunteer. We all want to make a difference in those kid's lives."
He shook his head. "First Peggy was killed and now Nancy got hurt. I can't help but wonder if helping those kids is worth risking our lives."
"Maybe you need to walk away from it, Steve." Nancy offered. "At least for a while. You already did a lot. Doing volunteer work can zap your energy."
Diana took Steve's hands in hers. "Just promise me you won't make any rash decisions."
"I promise."
* * * * *
CHAPTER 29
Diana flagged down Grace at the market. "Where's your brother?"
"Off being moody somewhere," Grace said with a smile. "Blaming himself for what happened probably."
Diana bit her lip. He was probably reliving Peggy's death. He needed her. "Do you have any idea where he is?"
"I'll know his favorite thinking spot," Grace winked at Diana. "We have a cottage by the lake," she explained. "It's about one hour south of here. I'll tell you how to reach there."
Diana spotted Steve sitting by the lake. Grace knew her brother well.
Since her first day in Middletown, Steve had been there for her. It burned to know she had entertained the thought of him cheating on her. If any man was loyal, it was Steve who devoted himself to his late wife's dream.
Steve proved to be everything Diana never thought any man could be. Yes, he tried to control things more than he should, but he did it out of love. He wanted to shelter the people he cared about. Was that so bad?
"And I want to be with him." The words came so suddenly she slapped a hand over her mouth. But they were true. She walked towards him, her heart fluttering.
Steve tossed a stone into the lake.
The faces of students at Equal Opportunity marched through his mind. Equal Opportunity wouldn't be closing. He was blinded by a kaleidoscope of memories of Peggy. Splashing water at each other in the lake, digging in the sand together. Peggy singing, terribly and off-key, while he drove. She had been a presence in his life for as long as he could remember.
Steve sat down on a rock and looking at the lake, he started talking. At first, Diana thought he had spotted her, but then she realized he was talking aloud.
"Hi, Peggy, I haven't talked with you in a while. I'm sorry. Time has just gone so fast lattely. It's so weird how everything just keeps going. You know? When you died I didn't want to live without you. I was supposed to spend the rest of my life with you and without a warning, you were gone. The pain was enormous. For a long time, I was hanging on by a thread. After being so close to you for so many years, it was hard being suddenly alone. We had some great years together. Full of love and companionship. You were my life mate."
Diana saw some tears fell on the rock Steve was sitting on. For a couple of minutes, he wept in silence. Then, he took a deep breath and went on.
"I need you to understand that I will always love you. But I don't want to spend the rest of my life alone. I miss having a partner. Someone to talk to. Someone to hold. I miss the intimacy of a relationship. I also want children. You know it too well. We argued about that the night you..."
His voice choked again, and he braced himself. Diana had a lump in her throat, and she blinked at her own tears.
"After the first year, Grace started nagging me to give dating a go. You know how she is. To be honest, I thought I would never love again. And then I met this girl. Her name is Diana. I think you would have liked her. She makes me feel a way that I can only describe as seeing sunlight after days of rain. She loves Equal Opportunity and the kids there. Don't worry, I'm not going to close its doors. Diana wouldn't let me."



Diana smiled through her tears at his words.
"However, this time I'm going to press the board to take all the necessary security measures. I'm sure I won't get any arguments from them this time. Diana will help me with this. I know I can count on her."
The last sentence was said almost in a whisper.
"I think I'm ready to love again. I'm not moving on, Peggy, I'm just moving forward. I'll never forget you. How could I? You'll always be part of me. I know you'd be pleased that I'm smiling again, that I have shaken off the guilt, and found someone to hold me in her arms..."
Steve stopped because he felt a presence behind him sending chills down his spine. He turned around and saw Diana standing there smiling at him through her tears.
"Steve." She breathed his name and the rest of her voice caught in her throat. "I'm sorry, I couldn't help but overheard what you said. I didn't mean to pry, but I didn't want to interrupt you..."
"You're here," he said and stood up.
She reached for him. She needed him in her arms. It was as if she had found a home in hisarms, a secure shelter from a world that hadn't been easy of late.
"I love you," he whispered. "I'm sorry I tried so hard to overprotect you."
Diana smiled at him. "You know, someone caring enough to want to protect me isn't so bad after all."
He looked up and discovered her lips were a couple of inches from his. She wanted to laugh and sing and burst out in tears all at once. Instead, she kissed him softly and lovingly.
The feel of his warm, rock-solid body next to hers felt good, too good. She parted her lips in a soft sigh and he deepened the kiss. Their tongues touched, sending a jolt of electric pleasure through her, causing her to rub against him, her stomach pressing against the hardening ridge of his shaft.
"I want you," she whispered breaking the kiss.
"Now?"
She blushed and nodded, "No time like the present."
"I want you too. Badly," he said in a hoarse voice. "Are you sure about this?"
"I am. I think subconsciously I wasn't sure about Scott, that's why we never did it. That's why I never gave myself to him. Deep inside It never felt right. But I'm sure about you, about us. You are the one for and I'm the one for you."
A raging heat was roaring in his ears, passion rising like the hottest fire. All ability to think died. All he was aware of was need. The need she was creating and that seemed to swamp him.
Diana was pressing against Steve, trying to get as close as she could. Every inch of her body ached to feel his against it, but their clothes were in the way. Fortunately, Steve appeared to feel the same way, for he began to tug at her clothes.
They undressed each other without a word, exploring their bodies for the first time, letting their clothes drop in casual clumps on the floor around them.
They lay naked on the sand, passion burning in their eyes.
He slid a hand between her legs and cupped her bare-soaked mound. "Wet for me?"
She nodded. "Very."
She began to stroke him, swiping off a pearl of cum from the tip of his cock with her thumb. He groaned and began to run a line of kisses down the side of her neck. He stroked her slit a couple of times and then focused on her clit, using his thumb to stroke her swollen nub while he thrust two fingers deep within her making her cry out at the sweet intrusion.
She stroked him harder, faster, as she spread her legs wider, giving him better access to her core. Ripples of pleasure raced down her spine as his fingers worked like magic, stroking her inner wall, in just the right spot to rapidly bring her to the brink.
"I need you inside me now!" she panted.
"Climb on me," he said.
Diana threw a leg over his body, squatting with the head of his cock at the entrance to her pussy, and sat down slowly with a grunt. She bit her lip and groaned as he filled her. "Oh, Steve. I can feel you inside me."
She raised herself to the point where his cock was barely inside her and then rammed her pussy back down onto him, taking all his cock deep inside her.
He went right along with her, thrusting up as she sat down.
He watched her tits bouncing hypnotically on her chest. Diana let out a loud moan when his fingers found her nipples and stimulated them circling them with his thumbs, and then pinching them hard enough to make her squirm.
Within moments, they were both breathless and panting, desire shooting through them like lightning. Between gasps and grunts, Steve managed to stammer out "almost... there." So was she.
Diana was still bouncing wildly. Her pussy was throbbing now. He could feel the rhythmic contractions on the shaft of his cock.
"Don't stop," she said.
He couldn't have stopped even if he had wanted to.
"Coming... soon," she said out of breath, pleasure rippling through her body like waves. "Oh, Steve!"
She kept moaning his name between grunts as he emptied himself into her pussy. She could feel his cock pulsing deep inside her. The start of his orgasm seemed to extend hers, and with each burst, he could feel her pussy throbbing and squeezing harder.
Eyes open, they came together in a melding of souls.
She finally slowed and her wild bouncing became more of a slow grind. His balls were spent, Steve settled onto the sand, exhausted, and shortly after Diana collapsed on top of him, still gasping.
"Wow," he said.
"Wow is right," she panted.
Steve looked into Diana's eyes and saw only love there. He felt the power of that love swell through him. He realized that she was his rock as much as he was hers.
He knew that whatever happened they would never be apart, that they could never be apart because they had become one heart, one mind, one soul, one body. Steve had spent so long trying to gather together the pieces of himself. But the final piece, the most important piece, had been right in front of him the whole time.
His hazel eyes gazed down into hers. "I love you, Diana. I'm ready for our future together."
"Together... I love the sound of that," she said.
THE END
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CHAPTER 1
Daniel and Yaron were standing in a dark corner of a well-known hookup nightclub called 'Lustful Desires', trying to absorb the atmosphere of the place, meaning they were dateless and too shy to approach a girl. Their clothes and look were completely out of place. They stuck out like a couple of sore thumbs.
Yaron had a T-shirt with the words "Nerd Shrink" printed on the front. Believe it or not, he was a therapist, a great one actually, even when his methods were far from being orthodox. He got his Ph.D. in four years and earned a reputation working with married couples. He was also Daniel's best friend.
"Thanks for coming with me," Yaron said raising his voice. "I know you hate this kind of music."
Daniel didn't reply. He was tall and thin and was wearing sneakers, jeans, and an old T-shirt that read, "you read my shirt, that's enough social interaction for the day" across the front. He didn't like nightclubs, and he hated the music they were playing.
His freshly scrubbed hair was dark brown, and his glasses perched on the end of his nose. He looked more as if he were on his way to a chess club than in a nightclub. He was twenty-five, but he looked like someone who had refused to grow up.
Both men had survived elementary school, puberty, and high school together.
Two young women sitting on stools in the bar took a look at them and giggled. Daniel was certain that they were laughing at them.
Daniel would rather be playing World of Warcraft than being there, but Yaron had dragged him to this club because a DJ he liked was playing that night.
Daniel was looking around, bored. And then he saw her.
It was like watching Sandro Botticelli's The Birth of Venus for the first time. Except that Venus was a brunette and she was wearing a short red dress instead of being naked.
The woman was tall with a hot body, big breasts, well-toned legs, and a long spill of black hair.
Daniel couldn't tear his eyes away from her. He admired the lady in red with his mouth wide open. She was the kind of woman Daniel used to have sex with, in his wet daydreams.
She looked a little lost as if she hadn't found what she was looking for. Daniel wondered what would happen if he went up and introduced himself. Probably she would just stare at him and laugh. Or maybe she would just ignore him and pretend he didn't exist.
"DJ Spinner is doing an exceptional job tonight," Yaron shouted in Daniel's ear.
Daniel rolled his eyes and didn't bother to answer. He hated DJs and trance music. He was more into classic rock, medieval music, and country-rock. His attention was focused on the lady in red. Through the darkness, smoke, and artificial fog, her red dress was shinning out like a ruby.
"Meanwhile," Yaron added, "I wanted to tell you that I'm sleeping with your mom. I thought you should know."
Daniel nodded absent-mindedly. The lady in red had made her way across the dance floor and he lost sight of her. Then, some part of his brain finally registered what Yaron had just said. He faced his friend and shouted, "What?"
Yaron laughed. "Relax. I was just trying to get your attention. Not that your mom isn't a very attractive woman for her age," he added.
Daniel shook his head, murmured something about Oedipus, turned around, and raised himself on tiptoe, trying to see over the crowd. The lady in red had just sat down at a booth.
He suddenly felt paralyzed, doubting about making a move or not. All he could think of were horror scenarios of what might happen if he did.
"Approach anxiety... It had literally happened to every single man on planet Earth. Don't think too much, Daniel. Just do it," Yaron explained reading his best friend's mind as usual. He gave him a gentle push on the back.
"Do or do not. There is no try," Daniel said to himself.
"That works too," Yaron approved.
Daniel took a deep breath and walked towards the booth where the lady in red was sitting. His knees felt weak and his hands were getting sweaty.
Why was he doing this? He really couldn't tell. Probably because he didn't want to go home and feel bad about himself once again. He was tired of regretting things he had not done out of fear. It was time to leave his comfort zone.
He kept walking across the dance floor, mesmerized by her beauty. He was attracted to the lady in red slowly, like a magnet. Maybe she was his polar opposite.
He couldn't tell what it was, apart from the obvious, but something just clicked inside him. A connection. Like he already knew her, or something. He couldn't define that 'something', but he didn't resist it.


CHAPTER 2

"What's your name?"
The woman in red looked up and smiled at the man standing beside her.
"Georgina."
"Such a nice name for a gorgeous lady. I'm Randall." The guy sat at her side without invitation. He was impeccably dressed. "I think I've seen you here before. Can I tempt you to share dessert?"
Georgina rolled her eyes and said nothing. Usually, she wouldn't mind his boldness, but she was tired of playing the same old game. She had stopped having one-night stands more than two years ago when she started chasing a fellow teacher from her school called Steve.
She was thinking about taking root, starting a family, and having kids. However, Steve hooked up with someone else, a newcomer English teacher called Diana. They announced their engagement earlier today. It hurt. It hurt too much to stay at home all by herself.
That was the reason she was here tonight, back playing the old game.
The guy at her side kept trying. "Well, I'm here. What are your other two wishes?"
Georgina sighed. "He's too cocky, too confident. Clearly a player. The kind of guy I should avoid at all costs."
He leaned down placing a hand on her knee. "Are you new in Portland? I could show you around."
"I don't live here, but in a small town. I haven't come to this club in a long while," she took his hand off her knee using two fingers.
Georgina had been in this very same situation more times than she could count. She already knew how the story went. They would dance and rub against each other, while she drank enough alcohol to numb herself. It would be followed by a heavy petting session, and they would end up renting a room in a hotel or going to his place. The next day she would wake in a strange bed with a man whose name she couldn't remember, asking herself: "How the hell did I let this happen again?"

When she was a child, she used to play "Old Maid," a card game consisting of matching up pairs of cards until the loser was left with the only card that had no mate, the old maid card.
And now, here she was, an old maid herself. Granted, in the strict sense of the word she was not old (she was 27) and she was not a maid, but she was still all alone. She had felt alone all her life. Pretty soon she would be the only woman of her age left without a partner in town. Steve was one of the last decent single men left. She would have to pair with Irv, the other gym teacher in Middletown High, and he was a sexist pig. Being around him made her skin crawl.
When she was a teenager, the models she had of older single women were not much more appealing to her than the old maid card. Her high school education was delivered to her almost entirely by spinsters. Like her Junior High Principal. Georgina used to see those ladies as utterly sexless beings. Being a callow teenage girl, she never wondered if they were lonely on Saturday nights.
Now she thought of those teachers with affection and sadness. It was hard to be a woman of a certain age without a partner.

Georgina looked at Randall and said, "I'm not interested. Sorry"
"Look, maybe I came on too strong..." he said with a look of disappointment.
She didn't let him finish, "No, you didn't. Two years ago, you would have been the kind of human dildo I'd be looking for, but I've realized I'm tired of all this. Sorry."
"Maybe next time," the guy said trying to save face. He took a napkin and wrote a number on it. "Here's my number, in case you're in the mood another night."
Georgina nodded but didn't take the napkin. The thing was she had lost all interest in playing this foolish game again. She felt emotionally drained.
"I'm just so tired of being alone. I don't care about looks or money or status. All that can fade over time. What I want is a genuine, kind, and caring man," she wished.

CHAPTER 3
Daniel had stood directly behind the lady in red, and wondered what her life was like.
Was she as lonely as he was? He was not the type to approach a woman. Certainly not in a nightclub. And this woman was so far out of his league he didn't hold much hope that she'd ever want to talk to him. Hell, she didn't even know who he was.
As soon as the man who hit on her left, the lady in red's head dropped, and she let out a soft sigh, Daniel knew what he had to do. He had overheard the short exchange between them. He knew how she was feeling. He gathered all the courage he could muster up and stepped to her.
"Lady? I couldn't help but overhear your conversation with that man. Are you okay?" he stared unblinkingly into her eyes. Daniel's voice was full of care and empathy. "I know how it feels being alone."
His dark brown eyes were curious as they rested on her.
"I'm not okay," Georgina shook her head without saying another word. She was too sad to lie. She felt far from okay. In fact, she felt like she would never be okay again.
Daniel handed Georgina a Star Trek hanky he always carried with him.
She didn't realize she had been crying. She wiped the tears from her eyes and did her best to compose herself. "Thank you. It's not like me to cry like that. At least, not in a public place. I'll be okay, thanks for caring."
Daniel nodded. "Do you mind if I join you?"

Georgina eyed the man and nodded to the seat in front of her. He was obviously a nerd. Harmless. His T-shirt and his look gave him away.
Every man she had met since her breasts grew wanted only one thing from her: to get laid. Most men that approached her were cocky, overconfident, or sleazy, but not this man. He was different.
Georgina had wished for a kind and caring man. She had said that the look didn't matter. And there he was. He wasn't looking to get laid with her, he truly cared for her, and there was no ring on his finger. An endangered species: a decent single man just in front of her. Wish granted.
Someone up there had a wicked sense of humor.
Georgina could tell he was making the effort to look into her eyes instead of staring at her cleavage. His eyes were kind and soft. She decided to give him a chance. It was better than being alone and miserable.
"I know I'm just a stranger, but sometimes talking with someone helps. You can talk to me if you want," Daniel offered.
She nodded.
"I'm Georgina Eastland. I work as a gym teacher in Middletown High. Sorry about the pity party, you caught me at a bad time."
"It's okay. You don't need to apologize. I have my days too. I'm Daniel Cohen. I work as a Computer Support specialist and a coder for different companies. I assist non-IT users who are having computer problems."
"Nice to meet you, Daniel," Georgina extended her hand and gave him a soft smile.
Daniel wiped his sweaty palm on his shirt before taking her small hand into his and giving it a firm handshake.
"I must look awful," Georgina said.
"Nah, you look cute, like a panda. I'm not saying that because you look fat because you don't. You look great actually... but you don't need me telling you this," Daniel sighed and shut his mouth. He talked too much when he was nervous.
Georgina couldn't help but laugh, and Daniel stopped talking. He had never reached so far with a girl. Usually, they said 'Get lost' after he introduced himself.
"You're nice, caring, funny, and easy to talk with. A rare combination."
"Well," Daniel said like he was considering his words with care, "my mom always says, I am incredible."
"I never said incredible." Georgina laughed, and then Daniel laughed, too.
"You're not what I expected," Daniel said taking off his glasses to clean them with a napkin.
"What did you expect me to be like?" Georgina asked with real interest. Her dark eyeliner had dribbled down her cheeks. She took a pack of tissues from her purse, whipped out a handful, and dabbed at the mess on her face.
Daniel swallowed. "Uh, a basilisk? Someone who can get you petrified just looking into her eyes? Scratch that. Stupid reference. No offense"
Georgina laughed, "That's a pickup line I never heard before."
Daniel blushed deeply, "Girls like you usually don't take a second look at guys like me. They blind me with pepper spray when I get too close to them. That happened to me once. Someone played a cruel joke on me saying that a girl was interested in me, and when I approached her, she... " he made the gesture of spraying something on his face. Then he stopped, knowing he was making a fool of himself. "Never mind."
His cheeks were bright red now.
Georgina studied Daniel's face again, suddenly looking at him with new eyes. He was refreshingly honest, and she felt he always meant exactly what he said. With other men, she always felt she had to pretend to be someone else. With Daniel, she could relax and be herself. Her true self. Not the irritable witch or the sexy man-eater she presented to the world.
She leaned forward to look at Daniel, opening her eyes very wide, "Well, I'm taking a second look at you right now. No pepper spray." She showed him her hands.
They both laughed.
Daniel relaxed. His brain had suddenly forgotten all the reasons why this was supposed to be difficult.
"Don't look now, but the brunette girl in front of you thinks you're cute," she whispered.
Daniel looked around and then he caught what she said and glared. "Not funny, lady."
"Good, cause she's not joking. She wants to know if you have a girlfriend."
Daniel looked at her waiting for the laugh. But Georgina was looking at him, waiting for an answer. This third-person talk seemed very close to the role-play games he used to play.
Daniel shrugged, in for a penny... "Tell her I don't have a girlfriend," he said, playing along with Georgina. "She seems to be a nice person too." The role-playing made talking easier.
Georgina smiled, "She doesn't have a boyfriend either. Maybe you should ask her out."
Daniel snorted. "It's not going to happen."
"Why not?" Georgina found herself seized with a sudden, unspecific disappointment. "You don't like her?"
"Oh, I like her too much, but she's out of my league. I'm not rich, famous, or good-looking enough. She will get bored of me very quickly. After our first date, she'll realize I'm not what she's looking for. Then she'll walk away and I'll end up alone and heartbroken. Now I'm just alone."
Georgina could relate to these words. It was exactly what happened to her with Steve except for the dating part. She could understand how liking her could have Daniel wound up to such a pitch of anxiety.
"Look, Georgina, I think I'll better go. I came here with a friend and he's probably looking for me."
Georgina felt a rush of disappointment. She was having a good time, for a moment she had forgotten about Steve and Diana or being alone. She didn't want Daniel to go. "I truly enjoyed our talk, Daniel. Thank you for being such a gentleman. Before you go..." Georgina wrote her name and her number on a napkin. "...the girl that likes you asked me to give you her number just in case you change your mind about asking her out."
Daniel smiled, took the napkin, and said, "Tell her, I'm flattered. Good night, Georgina. I hope you feel better soon."
She shook his hand and said, "Good night, Daniel. I hope to hear from you again."
CHAPTER 4
"I don't believe it," Yaron said stubbornly as Daniel, standing at the curb, tried desperately to hail a cab. "Did you really get the lady in red's number?"
"Why are you so surprised? You pushed me to do it."
"Yeah, but I never thought you would stand a chance with her. I was just pushing you out of your comfort zone."
Daniel waved the napkin with Georgina's number in front of his friend. "Well, I completed my quest and got the grail."
"You just made up a name and a number," Yaron insisted. "Or you imagined the whole thing. There was some strange smell in the air, you know." He made the gesture of smoking weed.
"Nope, it really happened. I talked with her, and if she was a product of my imagination, it was like Daydream 5.0 in 3D, the ultimate experience."
"Well, you did have that stupid expression on your face when you came back," he pushed his friend gently.
"I'm proud of myself. I did it. I talked with her."
"How did you do it? Please share your wisdom with this humble padawan, Master." Yaron made a short bow placing his hands on his chest as if he was praying.
Daniel shrugged. "Being at the right place at the right time, I guess. We got lucky."
"Speak for yourself. I didn't get any hot chick's number."
"I'm talking about the cab, moron," Daniel yanked the taxi door open and slid onto the plastic-covered back seat. Yaron followed, slammed the cab door shut behind him, and the taxi took off into the night.
***
"Is this Daniel Cohen?" The faked female voice on the other end of the phone sounded familiar, though not immediately identifiable.
Daniel answered, "Yes? How can I assist you?"
"I'm the chick in red you met Saturday night at the nightclub. I'm very hot right now and I was hoping you were free to help me with my vaginal fever..."
"Yaron! You jerk!" Daniel held the phone away from his ear as his friend cracked up laughing. "This is so not funny!"
"Sure it is. You just don't see the humor."
"Troll," Daniel sighed, leaning up against the back of his chair.
When Yaron stopped laughing, Daniel went on.
"My mom freaked out that we were back so late. I made her worry, blah, blah, blah. I am going to send her to the grave," Daniel said, mimicking his mother's precise phrasing with only a slight twinge of guilt.
"Jewish mothers are loud and domineering by definition. You're twenty-five, Daniel. You need to stand up to her. You make enough money to have your own place."
"Yeah, well, it's easier to live here if you don't mind the occasional nagging. She cooks for me, does my laundry, and keeps the apartment clean. Besides I'm saving a lot of money for the future."
"So, are you grounded?" Yaron cracked a loud laugh.
"Hey, I'm twenty-five, remember? She can't ground me. All she can do is make me feel guilty and I'm immune to that already."
"Okay, big man. So, have you called her?" Yaron asked.
Daniel decided to play dumb. "Called who?"
"Ha, ha, nice try. You know who I'm talking about, the lady in red."
"Nah, I haven't called her."
"Why not? It's been three days. That's usually the next step when you get a chick's number."
"Because some things are better left as a fantasy. It was a perfect moment in my life. I talked with a hot girl and didn't get slapped or humiliated. If I call her I'm going to ruin the memory of it. She was probably a bit tipsy or depressed, or both, and I just happened to be there. Even if she agrees to go out with me, she might actually find out that in the daylight I'm not the person she thought I was. In any case, I plan to save myself the heartache and the disappointment."
"I think you're just a coward. Yeah, she won the genetic lottery and she looks great in a sexy dress, but that's it. If you tell yourself that you're not good enough for her, then it will quickly become a self-fulfilling prophecy."



"Okay, Sigmund. The session is over. And don't you dare bill me for this talk."
"You're a hopeless case anyway," Yaron said rolling in laughter as he hung up.
The phone rang again one hour later.
"Hello, am I talking with Daniel Cohen?" a female voice asked at the other side of the line.
"Yes, that's me. How can I assist you?" he asked in a very professional manner thinking it was a client, a bag of potato chips in one hand.
"I'm Georgina Eastland. I hope you remember me."
Daniel almost choked with a chip.
"Yes, of course I remember you! The lady in red I met at the nightclub last Saturday. You're unforgettable."
Daniel heard Georgina giggling.
"The real question is why YOU remember ME," he said expressing his thoughts aloud.
"You were kind and you cared for me. You were not trying to sell an image. You intrigued me enough to look for you."
"How did you find me?"
"Let's say there are five other Daniel Cohens in the area that got a call from me too. Three of them invited me out pretending to be you."
"How do you know it's really me?"
"I recognized your voice, but when you called me 'the lady in red' I knew I had found the right one."
Daniel frowned. "You made all this effort just to find me? Is something wrong with your computer?"
It was entirely out of the realm of anything he had ever imagined, that a girl who looked like Georgina could show interest in him.
"My computer is just fine. I hope you don't think I'm a stalker or something, but you never gave me your number and you never called me. So I decided to take the first step."
"Sorry about my number. I should have thought about that. In my defense, girls usually don't ask for it. As a matter of fact, they do their best trying to forget I exist. So, I don't have much experience in these situations. Sorry I didn't call you."
Daniel heard Georgina giggling on the other side of the line.
"I hope I'm not bothering you at work."
"Nah, it's fine. I work flexible hours. I'm flattered that you called me actually." Daniel pinched himself to make sure he wasn't dreaming. "I'm puzzled, Georgina, I'm pretty sure you have a lot of guys to call. Why me?"
"Because you're special, Daniel. Even if you don't' realize it."
Daniel laughed his ass off. "No, seriously."
"Seriously. You were kind and compassionate with a person you barely knew. You didn't hit on me, or have a secret agenda, except for making me feel better. A true gentleman. There are not many of your kind left, Daniel."
"At least not single ones," Georgina thought.
"Moi a gentleman? Are you sure you're talking with the right guy?"
Georgina laughed again. "That's another thing I like about you. You make me laugh. Look, I'm calling you because I need a date."
"A date?" Daniel blurted out. "You want me to be your date?" Daniel still couldn't believe his ears.
She giggled. "Yes, I do."
"Sure, it's just... I... hmm... What I'm trying to say is I don't have much experience being anyone's date..."
"Don't worry," Georgina sounded reassuring. "You just need to show up."
"Are you sure about this? I mean... Do you want to be seen in public with me?"
"Yes, Daniel. Do you mind coming to Middletown? Do you know where it is?"
"No, of course I don't mind. And yes, I know where Middletown is. I have several clients there."
"See you next Saturday then. I'll text you the details."
***
The rest of the week, Daniel and Georgina texted back and forth. The speed of her replies and the length of her messages made it clear that she was truly interested in him.
One evening, Daniel got tired of typing and called her. He loved to hear her voice.
They did small talk for a while and then he asked her, "So, what is this event about?" Daniel tried to make his voice sound casual, but he couldn't hide the nervous intensity of his interest.
"Well, there is this town event we have here in Middletown... It's called 'The Flower Festival'. A silly name, I know. It takes place the first Saturday of every Spring."
"Okay, go on."
"The Festival is held in a clearing of the forest. There is lighting provided by tiki torches, music played by a live band, a dance floor, food, beer... I'm sure you're going to like it."
Daniel nodded and tensed up when he heard the word 'dance'.
"Tell me, Georgina, do you really need a date?" asked Daniel.
Georgina cleared her throat and said, "Yes, most of the people bring a date, because 'Spring is supposed to be the season of love'. Corny, isn't it?"
Georgina waited in silence for Daniel's reaction to her words.
"You have no idea what you asking me for. I'm horribly shy about dancing. I can't dance," he said more specifically.
"I'm really looking forward to attending the Flower Festival with a date! The last years I've been going all by myself. You're my only male friend. Pathetic, isn't it? Do you think... I mean... would you come with me?" Georgina cursed herself, she wasn't usually so insecure.
Once again, Daniel felt as if he had entered some weird alternate universe, one where hot women like Georgina pleaded for him to go to a dance with her.
"Of course, I'll go with you. I just don't want to embarrass you. I have serious balance issues. You should have seen me in gym class, you would understand."
"I'll lead you, you'll just have to follow me. But if you're worried about that, we don't have to dance, just come to have fun and meet new people!"
That might have sounded like fun to someone else, but it was very close to one of his nightmares for Daniel. They usually ended with people laughing at him.
"Please!" she pleaded again.
"Okay, you win. I'll do it. I am a sucker for gorgeous women. You don't happen to own a book called 'Dancing for Dummies', do you? Or a video tutorial with very easy step-by-step instructions?"
"Are you really coming?" asked Georgina, with a shriek of excitement in her voice.
"Yeah, I would be an idiot if I said 'no' to you," Daniel honestly said.
CHAPTER 5
Georgina looked at herself in the mirror, trying to decide if she had overdone the lipstick. Yes, she had.
It wasn't like she was nervous or anything. Why would she be nervous? Daniel was just another man. Except that he wasn't. For some inexplicable reason, she was anxious about their date.
She checked her phone for the umpteenth time that evening, waiting for a message from Daniel. What if he stood her up and never came? She shouldn't have told him about the dance part.
Daniel was supposed to arrive at 6 p.m., but it was already fifteen minutes past six and yet there was no sign of him. Georgina was getting worried and impatient.
Finally, after another five minutes, Daniel arrived. He looked all flustered and apologetic.
He was wearing black. A slightly too-big pair of black pants and a shirt with a small Batman logo. His hair was still a mess, but it was clean. He was not wearing glasses.
"Daniel! You made it!" Georgina came out with a relieved expression on her face before he could knock at the door.
"I'm sorry I'm late. Last-minute work. "Daniel sounded contrite. "It took longer than expected. I wanted to call you but my phone's battery died."
"It's fine. I understand." She waved a hand at him. "It's me. I panic way too easily when it comes to dates. You are here and that's all that matters."
Daniel handed Georgina a colorful bouquet of freesias. "These are for you."
"Oh Daniel, thank you! They are lovely! You shouldn't have," Georgina exclaimed, smelling the flowers.
"Everyone says it's customary to bring flowers to your date. You look amazing, by the way."
"Thank you for the compliment."
"Just the truth. I feel underdressed at your side. We don't match," he twisted his mouth.
"I have no problem with you being underdressed. I've been told I tend to overdress. So we complement," Georgina expressed with a smile. She took a look at her phone and said, "We should get going."
She went inside to place the flowers in water and came out a few minutes later carrying her car keys.
"Do you mind if we go in my car?"
"Not at all," he opened the driver's door for her once she unlocked it.
As Georgina navigated along the paved two-lane road, Daniel looked to his right and was able to see glimpses of the blue waters of the lake. Inhaling deeply, Daniel savored the scents of the forest. The ground was filled with greenery, from ferns to towering Douglas firs and pines. He took his chance to take a look at Georgina too.
Georgina caught Daniel stealing glances at her. That steady, avid gaze had caused her fingers to become clumsy and her heart to pump just a little faster. What was so special about Daniel that made her body react like that? She couldn't tell.
"So, no glasses?"
"Nope," he answered, rubbing his eyes. He had done it a few times while they were riding in the car. "I'm wearing contact lens. I'll probably throw them away after tonight and go back to my glasses."
"I like you in your glasses."
"Really?" he asked, perking up a little.
"Yeah. The contacts are nice, but your glasses suit your better."
"That's good because the contact lenses irritate my eyes." He rubbed his left eye again. "That's why I always wore glasses."
"Get rid of those stupid contacts and next time put your glasses back on, otherwise I might think you're trying to give yourself a makeover to impress me."
He rolled his eyes. "Yeah, because a makeover is the only way you'd be impressed by someone like me."
"What? No, that's not what I meant."
Slowing down the car, Georgina turned into a side road. The car bumped down a small path through the forest until they arrived at a clearing. There were torches all around. Not far from it there was a meadow filled with wildflowers.
They had set a wooden dance floor and a small stage for the occasion and a well-known local band was playing some country tunes.
There were a lot of people. Daniel felt a wave of anxiety. He had never felt comfortable around crowds. He thought about Yaron challenging him to do things that were out of his comfort zone.
"I didn't mean what I said to sound like you need to change to impress me," Georgina said once she stopped the car.
"It's okay. Don't worry about it," he shrugged. It wasn't the first time someone suggested something like that to him.
They got out of the car, but Daniel stood beside Georgina without moving. "I hate to break it to you, but you're dating a very romantically insecure person," he said quietly.
"I wasn't aware I was dating anyone at all," Georgina said with a sassy smile. "Are you asking me?"
Daniel's heart caught in his throat like it was snagged on barbed wire.
Georgina's heart melted. She elbowed him softly. "Kidding. Mostly."
"Relieved," Daniel replied. "Mostly.
Georgina grinned. He was such a very lovable person.
"I know I'm not the kind of guy you usually date," Daniel said, almost apologizing. "Your friends are going to notice."
"You said that as if it were a bad thing. Trust me, it's not. I have no idea where this thing we have is going, but I want to be honest with you from the very beginning, Daniel. You're a good man, a decent man, and you deserve the truth from me from the very start. I've dated a lot of jerks who only wanted to have sex with me. I've slept with a lot of men. Tonight you'll probably hear stories about me sleeping with the football team in high school. Well, it's true. I did it. I'm not proud of myself for doing that."
Georgina felt completely safe and comfortable with Daniel. She didn't know exactly why. She had never shared her past with a stranger. But this time it was different. HE was different.
Daniel remained silent. He was pretty sure it wasn't a standard practice to be given that much information on a first date. He didn't know much about dating rules or relationships, but he was sure what Georgina said could be labeled as 'too much, too soon'.
On the other hand, he fully appreciated her honesty.
"Have I shocked you into silence?" she asked trying to make her voice sound light and humorous.
Daniel shook his head. "I'm just looking for the right words." She nodded. "I don't judge people, Georgina. I try to see the best in everyone. Those things are in your past. We all did things we are ashamed of. I was judged so many times for being weird. I can laugh at myself because I know being weird doesn't define me. Don't let your past define you."
Georgina beamed at him. "You're deep."
He laughed. "I have my Yoda moments."
"If I find a good man, I'm going to spoil him rotten. I'll make sure he gets all the sex he can handle, I will prepare his favorite meals, I will send him sweet texts during the days, and give him a relaxing head massage when he gets home from work. I'd never cheat on him because cheating on a good man is like choosing trash over treasure."
Daniel gave Georgina a soft smile. "That sounds about perfect. That man will be very lucky to have you at his side. Thank you for being honest with me about your past. I truly appreciate it."
Her eyes glistened, but no tears spilled. "You're a true gentleman, Daniel. There aren't many of your kind left."
He snorted softly, embarrassed by her compliment.
"Are you nervous?" Georgina asked him.
He nodded. "Yes. Very."
Georgina giggled. Again, his charming and refreshing honesty. A man who wasn't afraid to show his feelings.
She took Daniel's hand in hers, gave him an encouraging squeeze, and whispered, "Relax. Everything is going to be fine."
Daniel twisted his mouth and followed her. In movies when someone said 'everything will be fine' it usually meant bad things were about to happen.
They walked into the clearing hand in hand. Daniel felt everyone's eyes were fixed on him. He could see them whispering to one another and pointing toward him. He did his best to ignore them.
Georgina approached a small group of people. They gave them a warm welcome, and Georgina introduced Daniel to them.
"Steve, Diana, meet my friend, Daniel."
"Nice to meet you," said Steve.
"Hi, nice to meet you too," Daniel said and shook hands with him.
"You look good together," Diana opined.
"Thank you, Diana," Georgina smiled at her to show her there were no hard feelings between them.
A muscular guy approached them. He slammed his hand on Daniel's back making him stumble.
"Oh, you're Georgina's new squeeze. She has really lowered her standards. It seems now she dates guys with a bad haircut and dismal fashion sense."
"Shut up, Irv!" Georgina snapped. "You're being rude to my date."
Irv smirked at her.
Daniel raised his hands. "Listen, I don't want any problems. I'm here to enjoy the Festival."
"No, you aren't," said Irv. "You just want to sleep with Georgina."
Daniel was appalled. "That is not true."
"How flattering," Georgina murmured, with a smile.
"Everyone wants, and most of the males here did," pressed Irv.
"You have no manners and you don't know how to treat a lady," Daniel said in a voice as firm as he could muster. "You should apologize to her for saying that."
"She is no lady. Go ahead and ask her, nerd boy," Irv snapped his fingers.
Daniel's cheeks flushed with embarrassment, but he faced Irv and said, "I know everything I need to know about Georgina. I happen to like her just as she is. I don't know why her life is any of your business. It's not your place to go telling people about her past! Please, go away and leave us alone!"
Georgina's admiration for Daniel grew up leaps and bounds. He didn't stand a chance in a fight with Irv, but even so, he was standing up for her.
"I can make it my business," Irv jerked his chin toward Daniel, clenching his fists.
"That's hardly fair." Steve was indignant. He stood beside Daniel. "I can make it my business too."
"Cut it out, Irv," Diana yelled at him. "You're making a fool of yourself."
Georgina stood at the other side of Daniel. "Why are you always such an asshole, Irv?"
"Asshole?" Irv looked as if he were about to laugh.
"What you said to Daniel..."
"I was trying to save him some pain. We both know you will cut out his heart and walk all over it in high-heeled red shoes. That's what you do."
"I will not! I did it just with you! And that's because you're a pig. Everyone calls you so behind your back."
"Just wait till Georgina gets bored with you and you have to pick up the pieces," Irv said, placing a big hand on Daniel's shoulder. He shook it off.
Principal Livingston approached the group. "It seems you already had one too many beers, Irving. Why don't you go to get some fresh air to clear your mind?"
Irv stormed out of the group.
"Are you all having a good time?" Principal Livingston asked them.
"We were till Irv decided to act like an ass," Georgina said crossing her arms. "I was going to have a few words with him when you showed up, sir."
The intensity in her voice almost made Daniel shiver. She walked off after Irv clenching her fists.
Principal Livingston smiled at Daniel and extending his hand he said, "I'm afraid we haven't been introduced. I'm Edward Livingston, I'm the principal at Middletown High."
"Daniel Cohen, Georgina's date for the day. Nice to meet your, sir."
"I'm sorry about Irving's behavior. I'm afraid I'll have to take some disciplinary measures if he doesn't change his ways. Please don't judge all of us for what one bad apple did."
Principal Livingston sounded like a father trying to excuse his son's actions.
Daniel shrugged. "I don't. His kind and my kind don't mix well. I had to face guys like him all my life. They look at me like I'm some kind of freak show, and those are the kind ones. I always stood up to them, I have scars to prove it. I don't let his words affect me."
Principal Livingston nodded.
"If I can offer you my two cents, I think that Georgina is smarter than Irv gave her credit for. I know she can make you happy if you give her the chance."
Daniel smiled at the principal. "I'll keep what you said in mind. Thank you, sir."
He didn't think it was necessary to clarify that they were not an item.
Georgina came back, smiled at Daniel, and kissed his cheek.
"Irv?" he asked.
"I had a few words with him," she said rubbing her knuckles, "After our talk, he wasn't feeling well and left. No one is going to miss him anyway." Georgina grabbed Daniel's hand and dragged him to the dance floor. "Come on, don't let him ruin our date."
Daniel's throat was so dry he could only manage a whisper. "I honestly can't dance!"
"Don't worry, silly," Georgina whispered back. "I can."
She took him in her arms and they began to dance some kind of slow dance that wasn't very complicated to follow.
Daniel was content to let Georgina lead the dance, and he did his best to follow her. Surprisingly, after a while, he relaxed and found enjoying himself... a little
"Look, Georgina, I'm well aware I'm here just because you couldn't get a date for today. I didn't think it was the right moment to correct the group about us. Now your friends are going to think we are an item."
Georgina gave Daniel a soft smile. "You are really clueless, aren't you? I asked you to come with me because I like you. Thank you for being my date, by the way."
"You didn't exactly give me much of a choice," he pointed out.
Georgina laughed almost fondly. "You have no idea how a social encounter is supposed to work, do you? I say 'thank you' and you say 'you're welcome.'"
"Talking about that, thank you for standing up for me with Irv," said Daniel.
"You're welcome, though you were doing a great job by yourself. You don't know much about me yet, but I'm fierce when I protect the ones I care for..."
"Your friend is an asshole," he said trying to distract himself from the hot body pressing against him.



"He's not my friend," she said. "And I couldn't agree with you more, actually."
Daniel knew it was just a dance. But having Georgina in his arms felt good. Really good. His cock started to get hard. Georgina leaned in closer, enough to feel his hardness pressing on her body.
"Did I cause that?" she giggled.
"Eh... Yes, sorry. My body seems to have a mind of its own."
"It's actually flattering. It means you find me attractive," Georgina kissed his cheek and rested her head on his shoulder.
"It's no secret that I find you attractive. But it's more than that. I like you."
She pressed herself a bit more against him. It took Daniel all his willpower not to come in his pants.
"I'm glad you're my date," she whispered.
"I'm glad you asked me," he whispered back.
There were so many things he wanted to say to her. And yet, at this high-pressure moment, his mind was blank.
Silence sat heavily between them. The kind of silence, Daniel thought, where you gazed googly-eyed at someone until the tension could only be broken with a kiss.
"Just lean in. Stop being such a coward and freaking lean in and kiss her," Daniel told himself. But he didn't. He couldn't remember ever making the first move on a girl.
He was still mustering up his courage when the moment passed. Georgina stepped back, "So, do you have plans for next weekend?"
"Not really, watch some movies, and play D&D with my friends." It sounded very pathetic when he said it aloud.
"Well, I am free. I thought that if you wanted we could do something... together," she batted her eyes, and Daniel couldn't help but laugh.
"Something... together..." Daniel mulled it over for a few endless, agonizing seconds. Then his smile widened. "Are you sure you want to go out with me again?"
She smoothed her hand over a wrinkle on his chest. "Yes, I am. Are you going to make me beg again?" she purred.
"No, of course not. I'll be glad to go out with you."
"You can't take it back now."
"I guess I'm stuck with you," Daniel said with a smile.
"Yes, you are." She held him in a very possessive way.
CHAPTER 6
The next weekend, Daniel was waiting for Georgina to be ready, sprawled in a big armchair in the living room of her house. The open windows behind him streamed daylight. He had his Nintendo DS balanced on his blue-jeaned knees and was poking away at it industriously with the stylus. "Score," he said as she came up. "I'm kicking butt at Mario Kart."
Georgina shook the hair out of her eyes and rummaged in her pocket for her car keys. "Let's see how many points you score on our second date, champion," she said.
Her words gave Daniel a twisting feeling in his stomach.
They had texted back and forth a lot during the past week. At first, Daniel thought she was trying to boost his self-esteem after the incident with Irv at the Flower Dance, but then he realized that she was the clingy type and that she didn't have many friends to share her life with. They went from sharing their favorite kind of music and the movies they loved to more personal stuff like thoughts, hopes, and dreams.
Daniel found himself enjoying texting with Georgina. She was smart and she seemed sincerely interested in learning about his world. She never made fun of him or said he was immature or weird.
For their second date, Georgina drove her car to a secluded area by the lake, called Lover's Beach. It had some wonderful views of the lake and the mountains beyond, with a lot of space to set a picnic blanket down. She also got some fluffy pillows and a romantic meal consisting of homemade bread, cheese, chocolate chip cookies, and fruit punch.
Daniel could tell Georgina had paid loving attention to every detail from the red and white checkered blanket to the matching napkins.
At first, they focused on the food and didn't make any conversation, which was a relief for Daniel. It was hard to think of anything clever to say with his brain echoing the same four words over and over again.

Don't- screw-this-up.

Daniel had never had a good date, at least not that he could recall, but he was pretty sure they tended to involve some talking.

"I love it here," Georgina said, trying to fill the dull silence.
"Yeah, "It's beautiful," Daniel said. "Very peaceful."
"There is a creek not far from here. I used to take a canoe and pretend that I was going to the countries I had read about. I imagined myself sailing on the Mississippi, the Volga, the Nile, the Seine... all of them."
Daniel smiled at her. The power of imagination was something he could understand quite well. As a kid he had enjoyed dressing up as a superhero or a Jedi, pretending that he saved a damsel in distress.
"Sometimes at night, I used to sit there in my canoe and look up at the stars. Then these babies grew up," Georgina cupped and squeezed her breasts, "and I started playing a different game. Even when all the signs pointed to danger, I professed not to see them. For what? An ego boost? Some nights, I come here to watch the stars and wonder what that little girl would think of me and what I have become."
"As long as you don't forget that girl in the canoe, you'll be fine." Daniel offered. He took a piece of cheese from the platter. "This cheese is delicious."
Georgina smiled, pleased at his words. "Glad you like it. It's artisanal cheese. They sell it at the Farmer's Market."
Guys usually went through food like locusts attacking a field of wheat. She liked the fact that Daniel took his time to enjoy each bite and praised everything more than once.
"You're a good listener, Daniel. Thank you."
"You're welcome," he cleared his throat. "There was something I wanted to ask you..."
"Go ahead. You can ask me anything."
"You're smart. You're sexy. You're gorgeous. You know that you can have any man, anytime, anywhere. I still don't understand why you want to date someone like me. Not that I'm complaining."
"Daniel, you should stop selling yourself short. You're not only handsome but a great guy, as well." she bent towards him and kissed his cheek. "You say I can have any guy I want?"
He nodded.
"Apparently not a decent one. Do you want to know about my experience with men? I'll make it short; I've been used and dumped by so many guys that I've almost given up finding love. Now, I'm some kind of walking joke. I'm the silly girl who wears sexy dresses to draw the attention of guys who use her as a cum dump and then discard her like a used condom. At first, I enjoyed the power it gave me over them, but as years went by I started to feel cheap and humiliated. I feel like I'm only good for one thing and one thing only."
Georgina swallowed hard and looked into Daniel's eyes.
"I just want to find someone who loves me for who I am."
"Why don't you stop?"
"I did. I haven't been with a man in two years. Shocking, isn't it? The night I met you I almost relapsed, but I stopped myself just in time."
"What set you off to change?"
"Remember Steve, from the Flower Festival?"
"Yes, the science teacher that came to my defense."
"Yes, that's him. He is a widower. His wife was shot in a mugging and he went into depression. I relentlessly pursued him for two years."
"He was the reason why you stopped," Daniel stated.
Georgina nodded.
"To be honest, I was already tired of living my life like that. He just gave me the push I needed to stop. At first I dropped hints I liked him, then finally, I threw myself into his arms. Steve rejected me once and again. I guess the town's slut wasn't good enough for him," Georgina's voice trailed off as she looked at Daniel.
Daniel spoke softly and slowly. "Don't call yourself that. You sowed your wild oats, there's nothing wrong with that. It doesn't make you a bad person."
He gave Georgina an encouraging smile.
"Then Diana, the redhead English teacher, came along, and in a very short time, she took Steve out of his depression and they became a couple. I was so angry with her! I blamed her for my own misery."
"I can imagine how you felt. I'm very familiar with rejection," Daniel reached out to hold her hand. "I've seen the girls I like in the arms of another guy too many times."
They shared a look, the look of two people who knew something, together, that no one else did. It was not a look she had shared with someone else in a very long time.
"And yet, Diana was kind to me. She showed me compassion in a way that was transforming. She told me that I could change, that I could lead a different life. That my past didn't have to define me."
"She set you off on a soul-searching path."
"I didn't see it that way at that moment, but yeah. Kind of. I was forced to take a serious look at myself and the way I was living my life. I realized I had become my own worst enemy, and I mistreated everyone and anyone I could but, in reality, I was mad with myself for making the same stupid mistakes. Finally, I was all alone." She gulped hard fighting back the tears. "I'm really trying to change, Daniel."
"Well, you shouldn't feel bad about losing Steve. I mean Steve... Diana... It's like they were destined to be together. You know..."
Georgina frowned "I don't get it. Why did you say that? You barely know them."
Daniel bit his lower lip. "Forget it. Just a stupid nerd reference."
"Please, don't do that. Don't apologize for being who you are. I want to know everything about your world. Explain it to me."
He blushed and explained, "Wonder Woman's secret identity is Diana Prince. You know who she is, right?"
Georgina rolled her eyes. "I'm not that clueless. I know Wonder Woman. Go on."
"Well, her main love interest is Captain Steve Trevor. So, I thought Steve... Diana..." he shrugged.
"Oh, now I see what you meant when you said that they were destined to be together. Like Louise and Clark, huh?"
Daniel nodded.
She smiled at him. "Is there any Georgina and Daniel famous couple?"
"Not that I know. But we could write our own story."
"I would like that."
Georgina's eyes were still red and misty. "Look at me, I just ruined the mood."
"Are you kidding me? This is the best date I ever had. Did I tell you about that girl I met in a Comic Con that wasn't a girl?"
Georgina laughed through her tears. "You're so lovable."
Daniel opened his arms and she let herself be embraced by him, in a big and loving hug. "We're not giving up until we get this right."
He remembered the first time they met in the nightclub, and he had an idea to lighten her mood. He stood up, grabbed a baguette, swung it like a sword, and taking a bow he greeted. "Good afternoon, my lady. Lord Finrod, at your service."
Georgina looked at him, puzzled for a brief second, and then a big smile curved her lips. She laid a hand dramatically against her forehead. "Oh, kind sir, what do you mean to do with me? An innocent lady and unprotected?" She unzipped her jacket and tossed it to the ground, revealing a red tank top. "Is my virtue safe?"
"I, ah...?" Daniel said, momentarily lost for words. He was role-playing as an elf but Georgina had taken his line to be from a historical romance novel.
"I know you are a dangerous man," Georgina went on. "Everybody knows you are a devil with the ladies. I pray you will consider my innocence."
Daniel decided this line of role-playing, was potentially much more fun than Lord of the Rings. "Lord Finrod considers nothing but his own desires," he said in a gravelly voice. "I'll tell you something else, he is a well-known ladies' man."
Georgina giggled.
Daniel sat at her side and wrapped one arm around her waist pulling her close. "Mothers, lock up your daughters, then lock up your maidservants, then lock up yourselves. Lord Finrod is in town."
He wiggled his eyebrows at her, and she laughed.
Georgina framed his face between her hands. "My lord, I fear I can no longer withstand your manly charms and virile ways. Please do with me as you wish."
Daniel wasn't sure what Lord Finrod would have done, but he knew what he wanted to do. He had a raging hard-on pushing through his pants.
Without thinking twice, Daniel pressed a lingering kiss to her mouth. Her lips parted under his. Sliding his free hand down her back, he brought her body in line with his.
He never thought kissing a girl would feel like this. So magical. His kiss went deeper, and his tongue met hers. She felt his hands run up her back, stopping under her hair at her neck. Leaning her forehead against his, she ran her thumb over his lips.
"You're a great kisser, my lord?" Georgina said out of breath.
"Kiss me like that again then, my lady."
"As you wish."
Georgina's hands went to the front of his T-shirt. He was momentarily concerned about its lack of buttons, but Georgina grasped the material in her strong hands and ripped the shirt in half, leaving it dangling off his shoulders.
"Oops, that stuff rips like paper," she exclaimed, reaching to pull her tank top off.
"Don't worry. It was an old shirt anyway."
She gently pushed him on the ground, lay on top of him, and kissed him again. Her lower belly cuddled the aching length of his cock, "I don't want to disappoint you, my lord, but would you mind if we just kiss and pet? I'm saving my virtue for one worthy of my love."
"Not at all. This is the farthest I've reached with a girl anyway," Daniel said completely out of character.
"Do you mean that you have never...?" Georgina looked at him from under her long eyelashes.
Daniel blushed deeply, shook his head, and said, "I'm still a virgin."
Georgina loved the way he was able to bare his soul to her. She took his face between her hands and kissed him again, harder than before. "You are adorable, Daniel! Look, I understand sex and desire, but romantic love? I'm a virgin on that one too. I've never woken up in the arms of a man who loves me."
Georgina lowered her voice to a barely perceptible whisper. "I've never been in a serious relationship. It's something I honestly considered would never happen. I am not one of these girls that get the good guy. All I had was an endless string of casual flings."
Daniel caressed Georgina's back up and down, and whispered, "I want a relationship with you. I've never had that either. That is if you want me."
"Even if in the end it breaks my heart," he thought.
"I want a relationship with you too," she giggled. "You're truly special, Daniel," she lowered down her voice to a whisper. "Just promise me you won't give up on me as others did."
"I promise. I won't," he said also in a whisper. "If you promise me you won't give up on me just because I'm weird."
"I happen to like weird, Lord Finrod."
And they kissed again.
CHAPTER 7
The first months of their relationship were complicated. One night, Georgina wanted to go to one of those fancy restaurants where you can have dinner and dance.
"Please, I've never gone to a place like this with a boyfriend," she begged.
Daniel didn't like fancy places or dancing, but he caved.
Daniel was doing what he usually did in lieu of dancing, which was to bounce up and down on the balls of his feet, looking uncomfortable. Georgina was slinking in a circle around him, sinuous as a snake, trailing her fingers across his chest.
When they finally made a pause he excused himself to go to the men's room.
When he came back, a guy was chatting his girlfriend up. Georgina's response was always the same: "I'm flattered, but I have a boyfriend."
Daniel came to the table, gave Georgina a quick kiss, and sat at her side. The guy's eyes darted back and forth between Georgina and Daniel.
Then, he laughed his ass off.
"THIS is your boyfriend! Oh, come on! You brought your little nerd brother to keep the wolves at bay."
He took a bill, placed it in Daniel's hand, and said, "Here, go and buy yourself some comic books while your sister and I talk a bit more."
"Ehm, I'm actually her boyfriend. So, no thank you," Daniel placed the bill back in the guy's hand. "Please, leave us alone."
"You can't be her boyfriend! She's smoking hot and you are... you," The guy exclaimed in disbelief pointing at Daniel.
Daniel just shrugged. The guy's words only echoed his own insecurities.
"I hear what you say, but I am really her boyfriend."
Georgina glared at the guy and decided to cut the conversation short.
"You're like those fancy cars that may look good on the outside, but it's what's under the hood that really matters.
"So, you might look better than my boyfriend with your steroid muscles, your fake tan, and your fancy clothes, but personality-wise there is no competition. What my boyfriend lacks in looks, he makes up for in other departments. He loves me for who I am and I love him for who he is.
"You just want to get inside my panties to add another notch to your belt. My boyfriend got inside my heart."
The guy smirked at her works. "It would be quite a notch."
"I doubt it. Been there, done that. Felt empty and used at the end. Not interested anymore. Leave us alone."
The guy threw a card on the table and left saying, "Call me when you get tired of playing house with this pathetic imitation of a man."
An uneasy silence fell between them.
As Daniel watched the guy walk away, he felt Georgina's hand on his arm. "You all right?"
"I think we should go," Daniel said feeling a wave of insecurity.
"What's the matter?"
Daniel just shrugged. "I don't feel well."
Once they were in the car, Georgina asked Daniel, "Can we talk?"
He started his car and drove in silence for a few minutes. Finally, he said, "I'm used to humiliation but this one is brand new."
Georgina gave him an understanding smile.
"Daniel, I have men hit on me all the time. Not so much when I'm in Middletown, but pretty much everywhere else. So you better prepare yourself and grow some seriously thick skin. You need to know I'll never follow them up. I'll never flirt with them or do anything to encourage them. I'll politely steer them away and do my best to make them know that you're my man," Georgina reached out and touched his wrist, hesitantly.
Daniel sighed. "The problem is that the guy was right. Look at you and look at me. You're out of my league."
"Could you stop saying that! It's getting old. You should give me and yourself more credit, Daniel. I picked you for a reason, therefore you ARE in my league. You're the funniest guy I know. You always make me smile. You are honest and open about your feelings. I can talk to you about anything and everything knowing you'll never judge me. You love me for who I am on the inside rather than how hot I look or how big my tits are. You always have time for me and you don't mind if I'm too clingy. The list is never-ending."
She leaned toward him. Their faces were inches from each other. He could feel the heat, like an electrical charge passing between them.
"I get your point, Georgina. The thing is I'm not exactly swimming in self-confidence. I don't like the idea of a load of men looking at my girlfriend like she's a piece of meat."
Georgina gave Daniel an understanding smile. "I don't dress sexy so that other guys look at me. I dress to feel good about myself. I also dress for you. The only male attention I want is yours. Sure, guys find me attractive and check me out, but I'm going home with you. You have me and those other guys don't. It will only be uncomfortable if you let it be this way."
"I don't know how to handle it."
"You did great a moment ago. If it makes you nervous let me handle them. I'll know how to shut them down."
He looked like a wet puppy, and Georgina's heart jumped. She leaned closer and kissed his cheek, lingering there.
"You are the only man I want. Now that I found you I will never let you go, Daniel"





CHAPTER 8
Daniel cast a glance at himself in his room mirror. He had ditched his hoodies in favor of jackets, he was wearing better-fitting jeans and new sneakers. However, he was still wearing his characteristic superhero and word shirts.
"Earth to Daniel," Yaron waved his hands at his friend. "Is there anybody in there?"
"Yeah, sorry," Daniel said, shaking his head.
"It feels good to be in new clothes, huh? Are you giving yourself a makeover?"
"More like an upgrade. Taking steps and making an effort to look good. I realized people treat me differently if I look better."
"Is this Georgina's idea or yours?"
"Believe it or not completely mine. Georgina loves me just as I, even with my lack of fashion sense."
"Talking about your girlfriend, are you nervous about tonight? First time in your apartment."
"Yes, I am nervous. Good thing Mom went away for the weekend."
"Be cool. From what you told me the lady in red is crazy for you. You're selling yourself short, no pun intended," Yaron laughed and Daniel threw a pillow at him.
"Well, she seems truly interested in me. She texts me like ten times a day telling me how lucky she is to be with me."
"See? Do you mind that?"
"No, I don't. Just the opposite. I find it comforting to have her total focus and attention."
"How long have you been dating?"
"About three months."
"How do you feel about it?"
"She's gorgeous, she likes me, and she is real. How am I supposed to feel? Surprised that it's lasting."
"I think she saw something in you that no other girls have. She saw beyond the surface," Yaron said, smiling at his friend. "I have a question for you."
"Ask away."
"Tonight is the night you're planning to take advantage of your girlfriend, isn't it?" Yaron winked at his friend.
Daniel snorted. "If you ever meet the man who can take advantage of Georgina, you'll have to let me know. I'd like to shake his hand. Or run away from him very fast, I'm not sure which. How did you know?"
"I can see you cleaned and tidied up your room."
Daniel was silent for a long moment. Finally, he said, "Yes, it is. We got really close a couple of times, but we want to wait for the right moment. We want it to be special."
"Well, the amount of time to wait before having sex differs for every couple; there is no such thing as too soon or too long. The right time is when both of you are 100% ready," Yaron informed his friend. "Scared about your first time?"
"Yeah, big time. She has a lot of experience with men. My only experience comes from watching porn and playing adult games on the computer. I am afraid of disappointing her."
"What is your plan?"
"We're having a pizza and movie night. And then, we'll have sex."
"Which movie did you pick?" Yaron asked.
"The Princess Bride. Georgina mentioned it was one of her all-time favorites."
"Nice. You are serious about this girl, aren't you?" Yaron asked.
"Yes, I am. How do you know?"
"Maybe because you didn't pick Star Wars or Lord of the Rings but a movie you know she likes. Or, maybe, because you don't shut up about her," Yaron smiled and tried to imitate Daniel's voice. "What should I do about my date with Georgina? What should I say on my date with Georgina? What should I wear on my date with Georgina?"
"I don't recall those words coming out of my mouth."
"I was paraphrasing your body language. You are checking yourself in the mirror every two minutes. You never did that before."
"I never had a girlfriend before."
Yaron took a look at his phone and said, "I better get going. Your girl will be arriving soon. Good luck tonight. I'll keep my fingers crossed."
***
Daniel and Georgina had finished watching the movie and were leaning together on his couch, whispering sweet nothings. Every once in a while Georgina would laugh. Her face was brighter than it had been in years.
"What do we do now?" Georgina asked, stretching on the couch.
"Do you want another beer? I can reheat another slice of pizza."
"No, thank you. I'm good. Would it be okay if I crash here tonight?" Georgina asked looking nervously around the apartment. "It's going to be late to drive home."
"Sure. Mom is out for the weekend. She went to visit her older sister. You're welcome to sleep in my bed. I can sleep here on the couch."
"You don't have to sleep on the couch if you don't want to," Georgina said, in a suggestive tone of voice.
"Then where..." Daniel's voice trailed off, eyes wide behind his glasses. "Oh."
"Your bed is big enough for the two of us," she explained.
Daniel didn't even try to look cool. "Are you sure?"
She moved her head up and down slowly. "I'm sure. We already talked about it."
"Yes, we did, but I didn't want to pressure you."
Georgina stood up, lifted her dress above her head, dropping it carelessly upon the floor. Panties and bra followed moments later, her smooth-skinned breasts and buttocks barely trembling as she moved. She reached up to release her tightly bound hair, felt the strands fall across her delicate face.
"You are so gorgeous, I could just eat you up!" Daniel exclaimed.
"You know how to flatter your girl, my lord," she purred.
Georgina looked pointedly at Daniel's T-shirt. He looked back at her unsure of what to do.
"Daniel?"
"Yes?"
"I'm looking at your shirt wondering why it's still on your body."
"Oh, right." He took it off quickly and dropped it down on the floor.
Georgina took off his glasses, then kissed him hard on the lips, and then very softly on the neck.
"This is finally going to happen," thought Daniel.
"I want to have sex with you, Daniel. I assume you want it too."
"You have no idea how much," he said honestly. "I should warn you. I'm... a bit nervous... I hope I don't..."
She placed a finger on his lips.
"You'll be a natural," She kissed his neck again, then his throat, then his chest. "I promise."
Every time Daniel had no idea what he was doing, he screwed things up. Riding a bike, swimming, all those things people kept saying would come naturally to him usually came with bumps and bruises.
But he was with Georgina now. As it turned out, that made all the difference.
Georgina walked over to where Daniel was sitting, knelt between his legs, and started undoing his pants.
"What are you doing?" Daniel asked a bit shocked, even though he was kind of hoping his dream became true.
She smiled, opened his pants, and lifted his hips so he could pull down them down. His hard cock popped up like a springboard, nearly slapping her in the face.
Georgina gasped. "I didn't know you were so big, my Lord," was her reaction when she saw his cock for the first time. She took it in her hand and stroked it.
She leaned in and started licking his dick, swabbing and polishing the head with her mouth and tongue. It actually felt pretty good, so he settled back and let her do his job. Georgina took his cock into her mouth, wrapping her thick lips around the shaft.
Daniel moaned loud, shivering with pleasure from head to toes.
For the first few minutes, Georgina seemed content with sucking, bobbing, and slowly jacking his dick with her mouth and hand, then all of a sudden she swallowed his cock all the way down to the root.
"Oh my!" he responded, his eyes popping out of his head as he watched his girlfriend press her face down into his pubes, swallowing his entire member. The feeling of her neck and throat surrounding his cock felt like a warm wet glove. He watched Georgina nestle her nose in his pubic hair, her lips mowing into the bush as they searched for more dick to swallow.
Daniel couldn't believe how long she held his cock in her throat. Then she pulled back, slowly backing up the length of his cock. Looking at him, Georgina suckled the head, breathing through her nose. Then suddenly she slid back down, taking him back into her throat.
"Oh, yessssssssss...!" Daniel groaned, loving the feeling. This time when she slid back up, she kept his cock in her mouth and bobbed her head back and forth.
Finally, she pulled it out of her mouth, and looking at him she purred, "Is my Lord pleased with his lady?"
It took Daniel a few seconds to pump enough blood into his brain. "Lord Finrod is truly pleased, my lady," he panted. "I'm not done with you yet."
"I hope not."
He took her hand and guided Georgina to his bed. She crawled on her hands and knees like a cat and stretched out upon the bed. Her hips arched sharply upward, undulating gently.
Georgina could feel Daniel's excitement grow, somehow feeding her own. Her nipples hardened almost painfully.
"Please," she heard herself call out softly, "come to me, my lord. Lay with me. I have no other purpose than to please you." Her arms shifted and rose slightly, beckoning him.
Daniel positioned himself above Georgina's voluptuous body. He gently kissed and licked her throat, causing her to writhe and moan softly. Unhurried, he kissed along the compact curves of her breasts, exploring the creamy skin with his mouth, tasting the salty tang of her sweat. As the tip of his tongue caressed one brown nipple, Georgina yelped arching herself upward, she forced the hard tip deeper inside his warm mouth.
Georgina felt his hard cock entering her slowly, spreading her soaked lips open. Flushed with arousal, she pressed her mound against his dick. Her thoughts were only of the beauty of being taken by this incredible man: her boyfriend, her lover, her Lord.
"My lord," she whispered out of breath, "I burn for you. Please, take me deeper."
She spread her knees, cradling Daniel instinctively upon her solid inner thighs. Possessively, her arms circled his lower back, poised to draw him fully within.
Then, with a low cry, Daniel shoved his hard cock within her to the hilt. Her warm, wet tunnel guided him to the highest peak of ecstasy.
Rhythmically, her hands pressed against Daniel's back, bringing him fully within her again, and again. Within moments, her cries of pleasure matched his, rapidly building in both intensity and speed. The final peak approached. Their breathing was rushed, staccato. They thrust together. They pressed. They arched. They exploded. His seed and her juices commingled. They rode the sensation as long as they could; then, as one, they collapsed.
"What have you done to me!" she panted. "I've never had experienced so much pleasure before."
Daniel winked at her, "Lord Finrod never disappoints."
She slapped his chest, "Don't get too cocky, my lord."
He smiled shyly at her and shrugged. "To be honest, I just followed your cue and let myself go. I know there is room for improvement. It was my first time after all..."
"Room for improvement?" Georgina interrupted him. "Daniel, I never felt so loved, so safe in someone's arms. I never let myself go like this before. At some point, I thought I had died and gone to heaven. You rocked my world."
***
The next morning, Georgina woke up in the arms of the man she loved. It was a wonderful feeling. She was living the bliss of feeling complete. Love was the missing piece of the puzzle.
Daniel loved her and she loved him. She had no doubts about it. She had let him into her soul. He had seen a side of her that she usually hid away, tucked into the shadows where only a very few could see her. Daniel was one of those few.
"Good morning, my lord," she purred her arms around his neck.
Daniel's cock twitched at her words. He glanced down and smiled at the sexy, sleepy look on Georgina's face.
She giggled. "Oops, did I do that?"
"Yep, you have trained my cock really well."
"How did you like your first time?"
"It was... amazing. Out of this world. The second, the third and the fourth times were just as incredible," Daniel said with dreamy eyes.
"It truly felt like the beginning of something. Hypothetically, like it was going to be the first day of the rest of our lives."
Daniel raised one eyebrow. "The rest of our lives?"
"Yes, hypothetically," Georgina said biting her lower lip.
"Are you ready for a shower and breakfast?" he asked.
"Mmm," she purred. "You'd better watch it, Daniel, you'll spoil me with all this care, and I'll come to expect it."
"You should. A smart man treats his girlfriend as the jewel she is."
Georgina's smile grew wider.
"I want to ask you something. A small favor."
"What is it?" Daniel asked with concern.
"Every year, a different department goes on a one-week camping trip with a group of students. This year is my turn. The date is in a month."
"That means that creep guy, Irv, will go with you," Daniel said, squinting his eyes.
"Well, normally he would, but I've talked him out of it," she grinned and Daniel shivered thinking that he didn't want to get on his girlfriend's bad side.
"So, I need a male companion willing to help me deal with a bunch of teenagers who hate my guts," she elbowed Daniel. Even that made a spark. "You know what I mean."
Daniel elbowed her back. "Are you asking me anything?" he said playing dumb.
"Of course I am! Come with me, please!" there was a touch of anxiety in Georgina's voice and fear in her eyes.
"Since you asked me so nicely, I'll be your male companion. I love camping."
"You do?" This time it was Georgina's time to be surprised.
"I was Jewish Scout until I was 18. I'm an Eagle Scout actually. Big shock, huh? I know a lot of fun activities we can do with your students. I can teach them how to light fires, weave rope, and handle themselves with a map and compass."
"You're full of surprises, Daniel. Every time I think I can't like you more, you prove me wrong."
CHAPTER 9
"Good morning, Daniel. How was your weekend?" Daniel's mother greeted her son, entering the apartment.
"It was good, Mammele. Great, actually. I watched some movies and..." He stopped mid-sentence because his mother had stopped in the middle of the living room to sniff the air.
She went to the kitchen and looked at the counter, the sink, and the trash can. Then she walked to Daniel's room, opened the door, and looked around, still sniffing the air again.
"There was a woman here," she finally said.
"A woman? Why do you think that?" Daniel started to say.
"Don't lie to your mother. You took out the trash, you washed the dishes, you changed the sheets in your bed, everything is neat as a pin and there is this lingering smell of perfume. Did you bring a hooker to my apartment?"
An audible "ugh" escaped his lips. He knew what was coming. The parade of questions.
"Georgina is not a hooker, she is my girlfriend!"
"Aaahhh," Daniel's mother plopped down on a chair and grabbed her heart. "My son has a girlfriend and his mother is the last person to know about it. You're going to send me to the grave. How long have you been dating this woman?"
"Around three months," Daniel confessed, lowering his head.
"Three months!" she clutched her chest. "Why haven't you introduced her to me yet? Are you ashamed of your mother?"
"Your reaction is self-explanatory about the reason why I haven't introduced her to you. I don't want you to embarrass me in front of her." After all, his mother was the one who used to pinch his cheeks excessively in front of his friends, and the one who had called him constantly in college to make sure he was managing his sniffles.
"Is she Jewish?"
"No, she is a shiksa, but she doesn't pay much attention to religion."
"You have that in common."
"Look, Mamm. This is not a teenage rebellion against Judaism or you. I really like this woman."
Daniel's mother arched a brow and studied his son's face for a long while.
"Is she a good woman? Does she treat you as you deserve?"
"She is an amazing woman, Mamm. I truly love her."
"I'll judge that by myself. I want to meet her. Invite her to dinner. The sooner the better. Next Saturday is fine. I'll cook my special brisket."
Daniel sighed and nodded. It was bound to happen sooner or later.
Besides, when his mother wanted something she usually got it. He knew how desperately she wanted to welcome a daughter-in-law into the family.
***
"Are you sure you are ready to meet my Jewish mother?" Daniel asked Georgina before entering the apartment.
"As ready as I can be," Georgina said swallowing a bit. "What should I know about her?"
"Well, let me see. She has the habit of singing Broadway show tunes. She will likely grill you on your education and upbringing until she can recite your girlfriend's childhood best friends in alphabetical order..."
"How comforting."
"Keep in mind this is the woman who nagged me about her idea of a good woman for me since the day I was born."
"And which is her idea of a good woman?" Georgina asked dreading the answer.
"A Jewish woman," Daniel coughed.
"Great. She's going to hate me."
"No, she won't. I set firm boundaries with her. It's my life, not hers. She'll behave, I promise."
"I trust you."
"You're someone I'm proud to show off to my mom. She'll see what I see in you, a wonderful loving woman."
The last comment brought a smile to Georgina's face and earned Daniel a quick kiss on the lips.
"What would I say or do to try impressing her?"
"Eat everything on your plate. Compliment the food. And say nice things about me."
"The last one is easy," Georgina gave Daniel a shy smile.
"Will I get to meet your parents, too?" he asked biting the inside of his cheek.
Georgina twisted her mouth. "My dad left us after the divorce. And my mom went to live with her sister on the other side of the country when I could manage by myself. She wasn't exactly the nurturing type."
"Well, my mom has enough nurturing for both of us."
Daniel opened the door of the apartment and called.
"Mamm! We're home! Come and meet my girlfriend."
Daniel's mother wiped her hands with her apron, took Georgina's hands in hers, and studied her face for a few seconds.
The skirt Georgina was wearing was three inches longer than she was used to, and she was wearing very little make-up. Her hair was pulled back in a braid.
"Nice to meet you, Mrs. Cohen," Georgina said, her voice a bit shaky. "You have a beautiful apartment and the food smell delicious."
"Please, call me Ruth, Dear. Look at you! Daniel, you didn't tell me she was so beautiful!"
"Mom! I told you about a million times that Georgina was gorgeous."
"Yes, but I thought you were exaggerating. How did you manage to hook up with a girl like her?"
"I'm still wondering the same thing, Mom."
"Daniel is a great man, Ruth. I'm proud to be his girlfriend," Georgina said sincerely.
"Well, he is not a lawyer or a doctor, but he has been trained from birth to respect women. I raised him on my own since his dad died when he was young."
Daniel's father had died so long ago that he barely remembered him.
"I'm sorry for your loss. You did an outstanding job. Do you need help in the kitchen?"
"No need. The brisket is almost ready. Do you cook?"
"Yes, I do, Ruth. I've been told I'm a great cook."
Ruth smiled and nodded, pleased. "Food can bring two people together in a way nothing else can. I'll share with you some of Daniel's favorite recipes."
"Thank you, Ruth. I like to pamper him."
Ruth smiled at Georgina. "You are a nice girl. You're not Jewish, but no one is perfect. My Daniel chose well. To be honest, I thought he was never going to get married."
"And whose fault is it, Mom? While I was growing up you guilt-tripped me, by telling me the Jewish population would die out if I didn't marry another Jew. You used to say things like 'a woman in my book club knows a single girl who is Jewish.'"
"All Jewish mothers are born matchmakers," Ruth explained. "But you never let me fix you up."



"Of course not! You can't create chemistry. It's either there, or it's not."
"Do you and your girlfriend have chemistry?" Ruth asked her son.
"Georgina and I have enough chemistry to blow up a small country, Mom," Daniel said winking at his girlfriend.
Georgina giggled.
"I really like Georgina. And for some inexplicable reason, she likes just as much."
Georgina's heart melted hearing Daniel saying those words.
"Well, you're not getting any younger and I want grandchildren. Now let's eat."

They sat at the table. There were apples dipped in honey, beef brisket lined with sweet carrots, and cooked prunes and kreplach.
The meal began with a prayer. Then Ruth said a blessing for Daniel and his girlfriend.
"What are these?" Georgina asked.
"These are kreplach, small dumplings filled with ground meat, boiled and served in chicken soup," Ruth explained.
"They look delicious. Everything looks and smells delicious, Ruth," Georgina said tasting a bit.
"Thank you, my dear," Ruth smiled at Georgina. "I suppose you have a good appetite."
"I believe so, I have never thought much about it. My mother always enforced the 'clean your plate' rule."
Daniel's mother nodded, pleased.
They ate in silence for a while and finally, Ruth said with a sigh, "Children are supposed to grow up and leave the nest."
"Guilt trip ahead," thought Daniel and shifted in his chair.
"That's right, Mamm," Daniel said swallowing the piece of brisket in his mouth. "And they are supposed to get their parents' blessings."
"You grew up too fast, Daniel. Very soon you are going to be married, living your own life. Raising your own kids. I won't be important anymore." Ruth slumped down in her seat.
"Too fast? You always said to me that I didn't want to grow up. Guilt is not going to work on me, Mamm. You gave me too much of that since I was a kid. I'm immune."
"Don't make a fool of yourself in front of your girlfriend. No one is trying to make you feel guilty." Ruth straightened up in her chair. "Do you remember Esther Feinberg? Your Hebrew schoolteacher?"
"How could I forget her?" Daniel said wryly. She had been the bane of his existence from second grade to fifth.
"You know she was just a nice old lady trying to get you to pay attention," his mother said with a knowing smile.
"Nice old ladies don't throw your Pokémon Cards in the trash," Daniel pointed out.
"They do when you're trading them for kiddish wine at the back of the sanctuary," she said.
"How do you know that?"
"A mother always knows, Daniel."
"Fine, but that was a very rare Charizard card. It's worth thousands of dollars now."
"Anyway, Esther Feinberg's daughter just got married to her girlfriend. A lovely woman, you would like her. We all like her, but..."
Daniel rolled his eyes. "Let me guess, Mrs. Feinberg is a ragging homophobic..."
"No, it's not that. Her wife is Catholic. Esther had a fit, didn't go to the wedding, and now she's wearing mourning clothes telling everyone that her daughter might as well be dead."
Daniel opened his mouth to crow about how he had been right all along, but his mother held up a finger to stop him.
"Yes, it's terrible. But I'm not telling you this so you can feel vindicated..." Daniel's mother looked suddenly nervous. "I can't say why, Daniel, but when I heard the story I felt guilty for something I haven't done. Then you told me about your girlfriend not being Jewish, and... A mother should feel unconditional love for her child. You know that I love you, Daniel, don't you? Unconditionally." Ruth's eyes were glossy with unshed tears.
"Of course, Mamm. I know that. And you never let me forget it!"
They all laughed, and Daniel knew everything was going to be alright.
Ruth took Georgina's hands in hers and squeezed them.
"My son fell in love with you and one day he's going to marry you, so there must be something very special about you. Please, take good care of him."
"I promise I will, Ruth."
Daniel thought about telling his mother that it was too soon to talk about marriage or kids. But, apparently, neither her mother or his girlfriend cared about that.


CHAPTER 10
"Daniel?" Yaron asked opening the door of his apartment. "I supposed you would be spending some quality time with your hot girlfriend. What are you doing here?"
"Georgina had some meeting at her school. I'm on my own for today."
"That's good, I thought you had forgotten you have a best friend."
Daniel threw himself down on the futon couch. Yaron sat at his side. In front of them, there was a big flat-screen TV where his friend had been playing Counter-Strike. There were two huge bookcases filled with books, standing at both sides of it.

"How did the meeting between your mother and your girlfriend go?" asked Yaron.
"Better than expected. Georgina charmed Mom like a vampire. Mom seems to have done some growing too. She didn't get all Jewish with her. Maybe, she's seeing a therapist in secret," Daniel joked.
"Most likely a Rabbi."
"Yeah, that would make a lot of sense."
"Why are you worried then?"
Daniel hesitated. His friend knew him like no one else.
"Well, things are getting serious too fast with Georgina. The other night Mom dropped hints about marriage and grandkids and Georgina didn't flinch."
"Okay. That's a good sign." Then he saw his friend's face and added, "Or not."
"I am a 25-year-old guy considering getting married, and I have this feeling like something is sitting on my chest."
"Are you having second thoughts about your girlfriend?"
"No, Georgina is amazing and we always have fun together regardless of the activity. Most importantly, she doesn't try to change me. She accepts me for who I am."

Yaron nodded. "What is it then?"
"All of a sudden, I'm absolutely losing my mind. I still have so much I want to accomplish. I want to travel to Japan to play professional League of Legends, go backpacking through Australia, or visit Silicon Valley. I've never seriously thought about wanting these things before but I feel like a thousand paths are closing to me and I should rush through them."
"You think you got afraid of being committed."
"Maybe, Georgina deserves someone who is excited about getting married."
Yaron rubbed his chin.
"I think you don't actually want to do those things you suddenly thought about doing. If you did, you'd be doing them already. These things came up when you're confronted with the possibility of spending the rest of your life with the woman you love."
"Okay, Oprah, I'm listening."
"You're terrified of commitment and now that you and Georgina are getting serious, your jerk brain starts to wig out and spams you with all these ideas of things you think you want to do."
"Sounds logical. Go on."
"You think you won't be able to do those things when you're married. Right?"
"Right."
"Wrong. There is literally no reason why you can't do them while being married. You are young, you make good money, you've got minimal responsibilities... the fact is, you're probably in a perfect position to do them now and enjoy them with Georgina."
"So what's my problem?"
"Well, I suspect the problem is that you, like many people before you, have bought into the idea that marriage is the death of adventure, sexual excitement, and fun. TV shows and movies love to sell the idea that crazy adventures, sexual or otherwise, don't happen after marriage; all you've got left to look forward to is missionary sex with the lights out, and interminable vacations in the family truckster."
"Okay, I'm starting to see where you're heading."
"Of course, you are. We watched all those movies together. Well, those movies can go fuck themselves, because the whole point of marriage is to have a partner in crime, someone to share in all of life's adventures. Do you think Georgina and you have a compatibility problem?"
"No, as a matter of fact, we're going camping in a week. She is amazing. I lay awake at night wondering how did I get so lucky to be with someone like her."
"Your married life can be one great big, amazing adventure if you just let it. You and your wife will be a team. Worry less about what you can't do when you're married, like not being able to play World of Warcraft all night, and more about what the two of you will get up to together," Yaron explained to his friend.
Daniel took some time to let his friend's words sink in. Finally, he smiled.
"Feeling better?"
"Yeah, like a weight was lifted from my shoulders. I still feel I'm not ready to get married, but I'm not as scared as I was. Thank you."
Yaron waved his friend's words away.
"Therapy is based on a very simple principle: If you keep your fears and demons in the dark they have power over you, but if you bring them to the light, you have power over them and you can beat them."
"Bring them to the light means talking about them?"
"Exactly. Looking them in the face and telling them 'I'm going to kick your ass'."
"Like casting a light spell against the orcs."
"Yep. That means you should talk to Georgina about this."
"About orcs?"
"No, idiot. Tell her how you feel about getting married."
"Are you sure? I don't want to ruin things between us."
"Talking things out never ruins anything. In any case, it brings out issues that were already there. Thinking that if you ignore the problem and it will just go away, won't work."
"Okay, Yoda."
Yaron clapped his hands, grabbed a wireless controller, and said, "Enough talk. I haven't kicked your ass playing Counter-Strike in a while."
"In your dreams, pal."
CHAPTER 11
Meanwhile, Georgina was having the same doubts as Daniel. She was washing her hands in the school washroom when Diana entered the room.
The relationship between the two women had improved since Diana talked with Georgina, but even so, they were far from being friends.
The sad reality was that Georgina didn't have any real friends to talk to about her doubts. Since she needed to talk to someone and Diana was engaged to Steve, maybe she would understand what she was going through.
"Ehmmm, Diana, can we talk?"
"Sure," Diana said, eyeing Georgina to judge her mood while she dried her hands with a paper towel.
"I... I wanted to know if you are happy to get married to Steve?"
"Look, Georgina, if you are hoping that I'm having second thoughts about the wedding so you can butt in...?" Diana's voice was harsh.
"No, no, it's nothing like that," Georgina said, interrupting her tirade. "I know that you and I will probably never be friends, but I hope we can talk without you assuming the worst. This is about Daniel and me."
"Oh... Okay. I'm sorry I overreacted. What's wrong? You two look really good together."
"Yes, we are, but I've met his mother, and she started talking about marriage and children and all that..."
"Frightens you."
"Yes. It does," she said letting out a long sigh.
"You seemed ready to get married when you were chasing Steve," Diana said with a voice not exactly warm.
"Look, Diana, let's be honest. Deep inside I knew I didn't stand a chance with Steve. Marrying him was never a real possibility. I knew I wasn't his type. I was starting to think I wasn't anyone's type till I meet Daniel." Georgina paused to compose herself, "However, with Daniel, marriage is something that might happen."
"Did you talk with Daniel about how you feel?"
"No, he was happy and I didn't want to ruin the mood. The meeting with his mother went better than expected and I just stood frozen."
"I see. Is there any other guy in the picture?"
Georgina narrowed her eyes at her and growled, "What? No! You should really stop doing that. It doesn't suit you."
"Sorry again. It has nothing to do with you. I have a bad history with men. My dad was a serial cheater and my ex-fiancé cheated on me too."
"Okay, fine. I get it. But I'm not a bad person, and I would never cheat on Daniel. My dad cheated on my mom and they divorced. I know firsthand how much it hurts when someone does that to you."
Diana studied Georgina's face intently for a moment.
"Daniel is first-class boyfriend material and I know some girls who would jump at the opportunity to get a chance with him."
"What? Who are they? I need to have a serious talk with them," Georgina clenched her fists at her side.
"Relax. They didn't put any moves on him. It was just girl talk about what a great guy Daniel is and how lucky you were to have found someone like him. Let's focus on you and Daniel, okay?"
"Hmff, okay."
"So, is this about you being scared of getting married? Or is it about you having second thoughts about your relationship with Daniel?"
"Definitely the first. I do love him. I'm just not ready to get married yet. It doesn't mean I might not get married six months from now." Georgina sighed, frustration building again "I am not sure what to do here."
"Well, you have been dating for how long? Two, three months?"
"Around three months."
"That is far too little time to be sure he's the one."
"How did you know that Steve was the one for you?" Georgina asked Diana.
Diana pondered her answer for a while.
"It's not one thing but many. My relationship with Steve was a friendship that quietly grew into a deep, meaningful love. He made me feel special, loved, cared for. He accepted me with all my craziness, my insecurities, and my past... and I with his. At some point, I realized I was a better person with him at my side. Not sure if it helps."
"Actually, it does. Thank you. What do I say to Daniel? 'You're great but I don't want to marry you yet?'"
Diana smiled.
"It is important you let Daniel know how much you love him and how committed you are with your relationship. Then, share with him the reasons why you're not ready for marriage. Tell him you need more time."
"He's going to think I don't love him. He used to say I'm out of his league. Which is silly, I'm the one out of HIS league."
"Maybe getting engaged for a longer period of time might be a good compromise?" Diana suggested.
"I don't think so. If Daniel's mother knows we are engaged she'll start planning the wedding and things will get out of hand."
"She's that type, huh?"
"Yeah, she's Jewish."
"Ah! I get it. One of my neighbors in Denver was Jewish. I heard marriage is in their DNA."
Georgina twisted her mouth. "I don't want to lose him, Diana."
"You won't. Talk with Daniel. Communicating with your partner is always the best approach. Trust me, I know it firsthand. Some months ago, I almost made the mistake of not talking with Steve about something I saw. If I hadn't talked with him you might have had your chance with him," Diana said with a bitter laugh.
"Thank you, but no thank you. I wouldn't trade my Daniel for anyone, not even Steve."
CHAPTER 12
Georgina and Daniel were lying on her double bed. They had attended a parents' meeting at Middletown High to talk about the upcoming camping trip.
They had enjoyed another passionate, intense lovemaking session. Daniel had Georgina tightly wrapped around his arms. Everything was perfect. Then, she said those dreaded words.
"Daniel, we need to talk," she said slowly dragging her fingernails down his arm.
"Here it comes," Daniel thought. "The moment I've been expecting since we started dating."
"You're breaking up with me, aren't you?" Daniel said suddenly out of breath. His heart was pounding fast in his chest. "What is it? Some other guy?
"No! Of course, not! Why would you think that?" Georgina slapped his chest. "Did I ever give you any reason to doubt me?"
"No, you didn't. It might come as a shock, but I'm not the most confident person on earth. Can you make it quick, please? Things girls say when they reject you, I've heard them all. 'I like you as a friend,' 'I don't feel the same way', 'It's not you, it's me...', '"I have pepper spray, and I'm not afraid to use it...'", he said with a sad laugh.
Daniel had the look of someone who had been hit so many times that they no longer even wanted to get up.
Georgina's heart melted. She grabbed Daniel's hands tightly in hers and looked straight into his eyes. His hands were shaking.
"I like you, Daniel. Really, really like you."
Daniel nodded, doing his best to hide the emotions swirling inside him. He had planned to talk with Georgina today, but, apparently, it wouldn't be necessary.
Georgina took a deep breath and said, "Here it goes, I like you an awful lot, Daniel. We have a great time together and I do want to spend the rest of my life with you..."
"But..."
"But I am just not ready to get married yet. I do intend to marry you though, but I don't know when."
Daniel stopped holding his breath and exhaled his relief.
"I feel the same way," he finally admitted when his heart was beating normally again.
"What? You do?" Georgina said, her boyfriend's reaction had surprised her.
"When Mom started talking about marriage and kids I completely freaked out."
"Me too." Georgina brought his hands to her lips. "I don't want you to think that I'm having second thoughts about you or our relationship. This is not the case at all. I'm very, very happy with you just the way things are."
She kissed his chest, his neck, and finally his lips.
"I think this is a case of don't fix it if it's not broken. We'll talk about marriage when we are both ready. Don't worry about my mother. I'll handle her. I have a lifetime of experience doing it," Daniel explained.
"Is she always like that?"
"Who? Mom?" He grinned. "Oh yeah. She is most certainly always like that. You'll get used to her... I hope."
Georgina laughed. "She's not that bad. She wants the best for you as most mothers do. It's flattering she thinks I can be the one for you even if I'm a shiksa."
"She has done some growing. She truly surprised me."
"Before we change the subject let me say this. I've come to realize that the possibility of getting married is there, and I've kind of come to look forward to the moment when you and I get to know each other well enough to take that step. Good enough for you?"
"Good enough for me. When the moment comes, I think we stand a good chance of having a pretty good marriage."
They kissed passionately. Georgina untangled from his arms, turned around, and dropped to all fours before slicing a seductive look at him over her shoulder.
"Ready for round two, my lord?"
CHAPTER 13
"Are you sure you're ready for this?" Georgina asked Daniel. Her long, dark hair was pulled back severely into a tight braid. She was wearing cargo shorts, boots, and a red tank top.
"Scouts motto is 'be prepared'. Besides, after telling my mother that we're not getting married yet we should be ready for anything." Daniel was wearing his old scout uniform.
"Good, because honestly, I'm terrified," Georgina confessed.
"You? Terrified?"
"My students and I are not on the best terms. I'm pretty sure most of them don't like me at all."
"Don't let them get to you. Teens can smell your fear. You have a whole week to show them the wonderful and caring person you truly are."
"I hope they give me the chance," Georgina said with a nervous smile.
Daniel adjusted his backpack, took a deep breath, and strode toward the group of teens that had gathered at the start of a wide trail. Georgina walked a few steps behind him.
One boy stepped away from the group. "Hey, I'm Mark," he called out with a bright smile as he approached Daniel. "Are you Ms. E.'s boyfriend?"
Georgina just gave the teen a questioning raise of her eyebrow.



Daniel smiled at him. "Hey, Mark. Yep, I am. She's great. Cool T-shirt, do you play League of Legends?"
"Yes, of course, I do. Do you play too?"
Daniel nodded.
"I play with Garen," Mark said.
"Well, I might invite you to play with my team. In which position do you play?"
"Jungler. Hey, maybe we could walk together, and talk about computer games," Mark suggested.
"I'd like that."
Daniel connected with the group of teenagers in no time. He was in touch with his inner teen, so a few minutes later he was chatting with all of them about computer games, TV shows, and movies.
Georgina looked at him with a pang of envy. Daniel's superpower was sneaking into everyone's heart.
The group was following a path that others had taken enough times so it was clearly defined and the brush didn't encroach. The path was at an incline and the rugged forest terrain was mountainous.
A few hours later, Daniel was ready to take a break. Georgina could probably go all day without resting. He felt a strange mixture of admiration and jealousy. He wanted to be her equal. He wanted her to be impressed with him.
He didn't know Georgina admired the way Daniel had the whole group in his pocket in no time. They all sat around him without even realizing it. They were telling jokes, singing silly songs, and talking non-stop since they left.
"Are we stopping here?" a student named Karen asked Georgina.
"We'll take fifteen. Be sure to hydrate," Georgina said when everyone else had caught up with them. "We need to head out soon if we want to make our designated camp by dark."
The rest of the day went pretty much like the morning: trudging through the forest, stopping for a break, trudging on. Until they reached a large clearing and Georgina announced they would set up camp there.
Some hours later, they were sitting by the campfire singing silly camp songs, playing games, telling stories, and cracking ridiculous jokes. Daniel was the soul of the group.
Before turning in, Georgina read them a paragraph from her favorite book: "I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived."
"That was beautiful Ms. E.," Karen said. Several heads nodded.
"Your boyfriend is really cool," added Mark taking a pic of Daniel and Georgina, who were sitting together on a log.
Once everyone went into their tents, Georgina and Daniel could enjoy a brief moment together.
"Too bad Lord Finrod couldn't join us," she whispered to Daniel. "Please tell him that his lady misses him."
Daniel blinked behind his glasses, his mouth slightly open. "Damn! You're playing with fire, woman," he said half-jokingly.
Georgina giggled and went inside her tent.
It was the week of their lifetime. A time that none of the students would ever forget. Daniel and Georgina had prepared a lot of fun activities. Yaron suggested to Daniel some exercises that turned out to be a bonding experience for the group. Even when Georgina knew about Daniel's experience as a scout, she was surprised to see how well he handled himself in the woods and with her students.
There was a turning point in Georgina's relationship with the group. Daniel decided to play an innocent prank on his girlfriend. He squeezed lemon juice on her morning coffee and made sure the whole group saw what he did. He wanted to prove a point to them: that Georgina had truly changed, and she was not the evil witch she had been.
Georgina sat down and Daniel handed her the doctored mug. She took a long gulp of coffee and her face wrinkled. She squinted her eyes, pressed her lips together. For a few seconds, even the birds stopped singing. No one dared to move a muscle waiting for the outburst.
Georgina held the sour hot liquid in her mouth and swallowed it slowly, then... she just laughed her ass off. Since that moment, the group relaxed around her and started to treat her like one of them.
Each night before going to their tents, Daniel told the group a story. Using his years of experience as a Dungeon Master he painted vivid pictures that had the group of teenagers hanging on his words.
One night, when everyone was inside their tents, Georgina stood closer to Daniel and whispered, "When we are back, we're going to play an X-rated version of D&D." She looked down, squeezed his cock through his pants, and added, "I see someone likes the idea."
Daniel surprised Georgina by smacking her ass, "Go to your tent, girl, while I can still control myself."
"As you order, my lord," she giggled, made a curtsey, and blew Daniel a kiss, before disappearing inside her tent.
By the end of the week, the students had developed a great bond among them and with Daniel and Georgina. During their last talk around the fire pit, it was obvious the group of teenagers loved them both. They liked Georgina because she was Daniel's girlfriend, true, but also because they could see the changes that had taken place in her.
"I know for sure that four girls have a crush on you," Georgina told Daniel once they were back in Middletown. "They were whispering about it when they thought I was sleeping."
"What?" exclaimed Daniel.
"You're the type that grows on people. Don't ask me. I thought girls liked abs," she winked at him.
"I watched myself in the mirror once and I think I found one ab," he joked.
"Not that they are going to do anything about it," Georgina went on. "They know I would chew their heads off. Abs or no abs you're mine."
CHAPTER 14
Months passed. Georgina and Daniel had dinner with Ruth once a week. Both women got along really well. They used to whisper in each other's ears and giggle while they washed the dishes.
Daniel's mother started dropping not very subtle hints about them getting married, but Daniel always told her that they were good as they were and it was up to them to decide the right time to take their relationship to the next step.
Pizza and movie night became a weekly event. On one of those nights, Georgina met Yaron. They got along really well.
The more Georgina knew Daniel, the deeper she fell in love with him. He was kind, loving, tender, honest, caring, trustable, and he was always making her laugh.
In bed, he had been a surprise. He was a very enthusiastic and creative lover. He never seemed to run out of stamina and his skills as a lover had improved leaps and bounds with practice.
Thing was that Georgina was no longer reluctant about getting married, but she didn't know how to bring the subject up.
She started to drop hints, but she didn't want to press Daniel too hard. However, if Daniel didn't propose to her soon, she was going to take matters into her own hands.
***
"Ugh, I hate weddings," said Daniel loosening his tie. "You have to wear a monkey suit and go sit around for ages while everybody secretly hates each other."
"I'm glad I was invited to a wedding without having to worry about a plus-one.," Georgina said checking her make-up in the mirror. Months ago, she had changed the flashy colors for a more natural palette. Her wardrobe had changed too. She still dressed sexy, but classy. "You look like James Bond in your suit."
He smiled at her, "I know what you mean. I can't believe I actually have a girlfriend to attend a wedding. The last time I went with my cousin Rebecca, and she was asking the waiter for food over and over."
Georgina made her 'aww baby' face and wrapped her arms around his neck.
"You don't understand," said Daniel looking at his girlfriend, "this just isn't something that happens to me. I'm worried that it will cause a giant rip in the space-time continuum or something. Dinosaurs will come back to life. The grid will go down..."
She pulled his face up to look at her, holding it in her hands.
"Do you want me to be someone else's girlfriend? To be safe?"
"Don't you bloody dare," Daniel said faking an English accent.
"You sound so English right now," Georgina placed her lips next to his with an air kiss. "It's so sexy."
He winked at her and said with an arched eyebrow, "My name is Cohen, Daniel Cohen."
They entered the church and found themselves plunged into a state of wedding chaos. People were running around like chickens without their heads.
Georgina went to chat with the other bridesmaids, Laura, Amelia, and Grace. It was a nice surprise when Diana asked Georgina to be one of her bridesmaids. Grace was the groom's sister. Daniel had already met all of them several times at different town events. During the last year, he had become a very familiar face in Middletown.
Lately, he used to spend more time at Georgina's place than in his mother's apartment. It was a good thing that he only needed his laptop and a fast internet connection to do his job.
"It's good to see you again, Daniel," Grace greeted him while she hugged him. "Tell me, are you a wizard?"
Daniel cleared his throat. "As a matter of fact, I am a wizard level 15 in..."
Georgina coughed discreetly and he interrupted himself. "Why do you ask?"
Grace placed both hands on Georgina's shoulders and said, "Because the changes that have operated in this woman since she's started dating you are truly magic. She went from sub-zero to hero."
"Georgina has always been my hero," said Daniel looking at his girlfriend with the kind of look he had reserved only for her.
A general 'awwwww' escaped from the bridesmaids' mouths.
Georgina blushed. Grace was right. So much had changed in their lives in the last year. They were still the same people they were, but a better version of themselves.
Principal Livingston, approached the group, greeted the ladies first, and then shook Daniel's hand. "Daniel, my students don't stop asking me if you and your lovely girlfriend are going to go camping with them this year. They are still telling stories about the last one."
"I think camping duties fall on the English Department this year, Mr. L."
"Well, that's true, but I thought that maybe you and Georgina wouldn't mind filling in for them," Principal Livingston explained. "My students asked me to beg the two of you if necessary."
"I'll talk with Georgina about it and let you know, Mr. L."
"Please do. And if one day you consider pursuing a teaching career, talk with me. I'll always have a place for you in my school."
Georgina, who had overheard the whole conversation, looked at her boyfriend and smiled with pride. Daniel grinned back at her. They both knew how lucky they were to have found each other. They were in love, and Middletown was the place where their love had flourished.
Georgina always made Daniel feel enormously loved, and extremely important. She worshiped him. And he loved her just as much.
The reception was held in a small salon. The groom and the bride wanted to keep it small, but even so, the room was filled.
Daniel looked around and everybody was having a good time. Georgina came up behind him and wrapped her arms around his waist pressing her breasts on his back.
"What are you thinking of, my lord?"
"That if you don't stop pressing your boobs on my back we're going to leave this party earlier than expected," he said.
Georgina giggled.
Daniel went on, "Next week is the Flower Festival. It was the day of our first date. One year ago, you stormed into my life and never left it, and for that, I'm truly thankful."
Georgina kissed his cheek and rested her chin on his shoulder.
"Would you dance with me?" Daniel asked, surprising her.
"All right," she said, and let him draw her onto the dance floor. In her heels she was as tall as him, their eyes were on a level. He was still a clumsy dancer, but at least he wasn't stepping on Georgina's feet anymore. She looked into his dark coffee brown eyes. Behind the glasses, there was a spark that made her feel loved and cherished.
"You saved me," Georgina whispered in Daniel's ear.
He shook his head. "I was in the right place at the right time. That was all you."
One of his hands was on her shoulder, the other slid to her back, fingers brushing the space just below her shoulder blade that always made her squirm.
"You're everything to me and I love you," Daniel whispered in her ear.
Georgina said in a calm voice, "I know."
Daniel stared at her. "Was that...," he said slowly. "Was that a Star Wars reference? Because if it was, I would like to declare my love all over again."
"Good, then," said Georgina. "I mean it. Say it again. I've been waiting a while to hear someone saying that to me."
"I love you," Daniel repeated and then, looking into her eyes, declaimed. "If your love were a grain of sand, mine would be a universe of beaches."
"You know how to charm a lady borrowing lines from her favorite movie," Georgina said with a big smile.
"Borrowing lines from movies is kind of my trademark. Talking about that..." Daniel looked for something in his pocket.
"Wait, oh my god, are you getting down on one knee?! Is this happening?" Georgina gasped.
He took a ring box out from his pocket, opened it, and said, "One ring to show our love, one ring to bind us, one ring to seal our love, and forever to entwine us. Marry me, my lady."
There was a pause, broken by irrelevancies like the music and the murmur of the people all around them.
Georgina was laughing. Daniel would have thought he would be appalled to say those words to a woman and have her laugh at him. But she was always surprising him.
"Really?" she asked, her eyes shining. "Really, really?"
"Really, really," said Daniel.
"YES!!!"
She took his hand, pulled him up to her, and kissed him hard. People cheered and approached to congratulate both of them including the newlyweds.
When they were finally left alone, they danced together, really close, and Daniel told Georgina he loved her again and again and again.
He knew there would never be anybody else in the universe for him. She was it.
"You're going to get so lucky tonight, my lord," Georgina whispered licking his ear.
Daniel shivered in anticipation. "I'm counting on it."
THE END
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CHAPTER 1
Linda leaned over the counter and checked the clock again. She had made it another day in a job she hated. Her marriage wouldn't.
I love you.
When was the last time she'd heard those words out of her husband's mouth? She couldn't even remember.
Her husband, Dennis and she had been married for six years, but the last two she had been miserable.
"What happened to us? We used to love each other so hard. We used to be one," she thought as she drove back home.
Linda pulled her car into the garage and shut off the engine, keeping her hands on the steering wheel as she breathed in and out. Dennis's truck was parked at the curb outside their house, so Linda knew he was inside the house, probably nursing a beer in front of the evening news.
Tuesday was the night they made love. No, scratch that. It was their scheduled night to fuck like the world was ending. Sex was the only thing keeping them together. Their marriage might be cold, but the bedroom was not. Yes, sex between them was that powerful, but it wasn't enough anymore.
Well, there would be no sex today. Instead of that, Linda would tell her husband it was over.
She'd walk into the house and the fist around her heart would tighten. She'd kick off her heels, and figure out dinner. Her own dinner. Dennis would have already eaten alone. Separate meals. Just another part of their marriage that should have signaled the end long before now.
With her heart pounding in her ears, Linda left the car and paused with her hand on the kitchen doorknob.
Dennis had changed so much since he quit his job at the mines. It was as if an important part of him was left behind. The part that made her feel loved and cared for. The part that made her feel like the most important person in the whole world. This new Dennis was not the warm, caring, and supportive person he used to be.
Letting out a long sigh, Linda opened the door and stepped over the threshold into the house, the familiar sounds of the news reaching her ears. There was already an empty beer bottle sitting by the toaster.
"You're late. I'm waiting," he grunted.
Dennis sat shirtless on the couch, leaning forward with his hands clasped between his knees. Ironic that a man who showed so little awareness of her would keep such close tabs on her schedule.
She slipped her feet into her running sneakers, nylons, and all, her heart starting to slam loudly in her ears. "This is it. I'm doing it. I can't take the lack of love anymore when it used to be so abundant. What happened to us?"
Even though her stomach was growling for something to eat, Linda bypassed the refrigerator, stepping into the living room.
Dennis was a good provider. He worked his ass off all day with the local contractor, Percy Wittmore. He had never been late paying a bill or delayed the repair of something around the house.
Linda also knew Dennis was faithful. She didn't have a single doubt about that. He might be the perfect husband if only he'd give her the time of day.
He knew she was there and hadn't gotten up to greet her. Hadn't even said hello. Just sitting there like a king, waiting for his queen to climb on his lap and fuck him silly, so they could start the clock again. Another night of sex. Another week of silence.
A cycle that would never end. Unless she broke it. She was done waiting for the old Dennis to come back.
Instead of starting to make dinner she took a framed picture of a younger version of them and looked at it with envy.
"What are you doing?" Dennis asked her.
"We need to talk, Dennis."
He turned his head to look at her for the first time.
"I'm not happy. I haven't been happy in a long time. Your body is here but your head seems to be someplace else. We don't talk anymore."
"Why are you bringing this up again? I don't want to talk about it."
"You refuse to talk about our problems? What a surprise!"
Dennis just looked back at the TV.
"We haven't really communicated for two years! You avoid talking with me about our issues and when I ask you what's wrong with you, you change the subject. It's obvious that something is wrong between us, but what? Talk to me, Goddamit!"
Dennis just shrugged. "Things are not perfect, but we're good. I'm working, I bring money. I take care of the house. What the heck is wrong?"
"WE are NOT good," she moved her finger repeatedly between him and her. "We don't talk anymore. We don't share activities together. All you do is work and sit at home watching TV barely acknowledging my existence. I asked you to go to see a marriage counselor. I asked you to talk with a therapist..."
"I'm not crazy, Linda," Dennis took a deep breath.
"There you go! There is this gap between us and I have no idea how to reach you anymore. We keep drifting apart. The truth is we're more like roommates or fuck buddies these days."
Dennis kept looking at the TV. Linda wasn't even sure if he was still listening to her.
"Why do I bother?" Linda said raising her arms in desperation.
Her sense of self-preservation kicked in and she turned, avoiding him on her way through the living room, down the hallway to the back bedroom.
Fighting the tears, Linda started packing a suitcase. In it she placed two drawer's worth of clothes, her toiletries, her cell phone and charger, and her laptop. Everything went into the bag. She zipped it up with sickening finality. Tears falling down her cheeks.
"What the hell are you doing?" Her husband stood outlined in the bedroom doorway. "Are you leaving me?"
A strangled laugh found its way out of Linda's mouth.
"Are you really this surprised?"
"Yeah, I am!" he shouted. "Put the goddamn suitcase away."
"No."
That was the moment Dennis recognized she meant business. This wasn't a fight. It was THEfight. Even fights had been few and far between, hadn't they? There wasn't enough passion for one.
"I don't love you anymore," Linda said in a whisper.
Air rushed out of him, carried on an awful, wounded sound.
Linda did love Dennis. She just wanted to tell him how hurt she'd been when he had shut her out, and stopped communicating with her. How she had felt like a failure when she couldn't reach him even though they shared a bed, a house, a life.
"I'm going to Laura's. I'll stay at the inn till we have this settled."
He rounded the bed in her direction. "No."
"Don't try to stop me."
"You're staying. End of discussion."
"I'm leaving," she breathed. "Accept it. I am more than your weekly gratification."
With all the willpower she housed inside her, Linda pressed both hands against Dennis's shoulders and pushed him out of her way.
"I'll come to get the rest of my things when I find a place for myself."
Dennis looked at his wife, panic beginning to creep into his usually stoic expression. For a brief moment in time, they locked eyes and she saw him. The Dennis who'd sworn to love her until the day she died. The man who'd asked her to marry him.
And then he disappeared in the blink of an eye, a shutter slamming down into place, hiding his every emotion. She knew this man well. Too well.
"Go, then. No one's stopping you."
The cool fall air kissed Linda's damp cheeks when she walked into the garage.
She'd almost backed out to the end of the driveway when Dennis appeared in the garage, still shirtless.
What? He wanted to talk now?
"Linda. Don't go. Please."
Her heart seized as he shouted her name a second time, striding toward the car. No. No more. She couldn't take it anymore. Before she could change her mind, she stepped on the gas and drove away, Dennis's voice booming through the dust she left behind.
CHAPTER 2
Dennis caught his reflection in the door of his truck as he slammed it. His face was unshaven, eyes and cheeks sunken in.
His fucking life was over.
He closed his eyes and leaned forward, pressing his forehead against the cool metal of his truck, breathing in and out through his nose, trying to quell incessant nausea.
He'd started drinking on Tuesday night after Linda left and now it was Friday. He'd remembered to send a text to Percy, the contractor he worked with, saying, "I'm sick."
That's all Dennis had had the presence of mind to type.
Since he left the mines, Dennis started working as an engineer for the local contractor.
Linda was... gone... She was the girl who had held his heart since middle school. It was still that way. Nothing had changed in that regard. Never would.
In his mind, he could see Linda packing her suitcase on their bed. He could still hear the words that had split him wide open.
I don't love you anymore.
The woman he was supposed to care for forever was gone, she didn't love him anymore.
Was she cheating on him? Was there another man?
No, Linda would never do that.
A knock on the door brought him back to reality.
Paul Olson's face was the last thing Dennis wanted to see right now. He was the foreman of his crew and a good friend.
"You still sick, buddy?" Paul patted Dennis on the shoulder. "What the hell did you catch? Food poisoning?"
"I don't have time for this, Paul," Dennis said, pressing a row of fingers to the center of his splitting forehead. "Don't act like you don't know Linda is staying at the inn."
"I... Oh. Shit, man," Paul's hand dropped away. "I heard something about it, but I thought it was just town gossip. I knew things between you two were not well but I never thought they were that bad. Do you need to talk?"
"All the town knew it was coming except me?"
"Nope." Dennis shook his head.
"You sure? You know I lived a similar situation with my first wife."
"Yes, I remember. She was cheating on you with a surgeon. Linda is not like that."
"What happened, Dennis?"
Dennis just shrugged. "Linda said she doesn't love me anymore. Said she wasn't happy with me."
"Damn! Do you want her back?"
"Of course I want her back!" Dennis snapped in a rusted voice, shocking himself by saying the words out loud, instead of letting them ricochet around inside his skull. "She's my wife. She's supposed to stay. We said vows."
Paul made wishy-washy sounds as if he disagreed.
"What?"
"Marriages have ups and downs," Paul said, obviously treading carefully. "But if a woman isn't happy for a long period of time..." He trailed off.
On top of the horror of losing Linda, Dennis was embarrassed. What kind of a man lands an incredible woman like Linda and doesn't do enough to hold on to her?
How had he been so fucking wrong?
Linda had been unhappy too long, and he had been blind to it.
CHAPTER 3
When Linda arrived at the inn, Laura took one look at her face and knew something was wrong. Then she noticed the suitcase and wordlessly led her to one of the empty rooms. No words were exchanged, just a long hug, and that was enough to let Linda know her friends had seen the implosion of her marriage coming a mile away.
Linda didn't know whether to be grateful or offended.
She went to work at the mall the next day just to fight the sound of Dennis's voice shouting her name, which continued to echo in her head.
Laura gave her friend space for a couple of days, but finally, she asked her.
"How are you doing?"
Linda thought of Dennis and how panicked he'd looked when she started to pack.
"I don't feel great. I probably won't be for a long time, but... leaving was the right thing to do. You know that man, he's a frickin' closed book. Who the hell knows what's going on in that head of his?" We don't speak to each other anymore. There is no affection..."
Laura shook her head slowly.
"We used to talk constantly. Where we would travel... The house we will buy... How many children we'd have..." She swallowed hard.
"When did it start?"
"Two years ago, right after he quit working at the mines. I noticed right away how quiet he'd become. Dennis was never the chatty type, but he was loving and affectionate. Now it's like living with a zombie who fucks me once a week."
"I'm so sorry." Laura slipped off her stool and went to the wine fridge beneath the counter, selected a bottle of white, uncorked it, poured two glasses, and handed one to Linda.
Linda took a long gulp of wine and said, "Thanks again for letting me crash here until I figure out my next move."
"Stay as long as you want," Laura's finger moved around the glass. "Mary, Paul's wife, called today while you were at work. She asked me about you. Apparently, Dennis has taken some days off. Word is getting around."
Linda let out a long sigh, "It was bound to happen sooner or later."
There was a knock on the inn's door. Laura stood up, opened it, and found Dennis looking at her.
"Uh, hey, Dennis. What brings you here?"
Dennis held on to his patience. Wasn't it obvious why he was there?
"I want to talk to my wife."
Laura hummed. "Okay... Come in. She is right here."
"It's fine, Laura," Linda said. "Why did you come here, Dennis?"
"Come back to me." Dennis took several steps in her direction, "Things haven't been great for you at home. I get that, all right? I'll make it better."
"Have they honestly been great for you?"
Dennis shrugged. The truth was he didn't notice anything was wrong till Linda moved out. If he'd sensed that she wanted more, he'd have worked harder. Fix the things that were making her unhappy, because that was his job.
"Make it better? How?"
"What do I have to do, Linda?"
She started at the vehemence in his voice. "I don't know if there's anything. Not now."
The hollow husk of his stomach filled with acid. "Think about it," he said firmly. "While you're figuring out whether to give me a second chance, Linda, I need to know you're not enjoying the interest of other men."
"Of course not! What kind of woman do you think I am?"
Dennis nodded. He wet his upper lip and watched her eyelids flutter. "It won't be long before this whole damn town knows you're not sleeping in my bed, and trust me, a lot of men would like to take my place."
"Fine," she whispered, her attention flicking to his mouth. "Same goes for you. Until we figure out if this marriage is really..."
"Don't say it. Don't say 'over,'" he growled, lifting a hand to cup her face. When she flinched, he curled the fingers into his palm and let the hand drop away. "I've never had another woman and I'll never want another woman."
Linda's chest shuddered up and down. "You should go, Dennis."
Dennis hummed deep in his throat, "Think hard about letting me try again. I'll do better. I promise."
"I will."
Dennis had to physically restrain himself from carrying his wife to the truck. Instead, he memorized her features one final time and left, his restlessness increasing with every step he took away from Linda.
Linda the glass of wine half-drunk, found her way upstairs and tried to get some sleep.
CHAPTER 4
Linda had been in a trance since Dennis left.
Come back to me.
Linda could still hear the raw quality of Dennis's voice as he said those words. She could still see the plea in his eyes. She couldn't remember the last time he'd looked at her like that. Like the fate of his universe hung on what she said next.
She had married a stubborn man, and she'd never imagined him showing up at the inn unannounced to ask for another chance. It just wasn't like him. Was it?
Once upon a time, Linda would have expected Dennis to fight for their relationship. When they were younger, he'd claimed the role of her best friend, her protector, her lover...
The fact that their sex life was mind-blowing had probably kept their relationship intact far past the point it had stopped being emotionally fulfilling. And that wasn't okay with her anymore.
Laura's voice interrupted her thoughts. "Soooo, Dennis wants another chance."
"I said no. I think." She winced.
"Nope. You said you'll think about it. His sexy eyes wiped your memory clean?" Laura smiled at her friend.
Linda let out a long sigh, "It was supposed to be over. And now..."
"And now?" Laura asked with a hint of hope.
"Dennis is asking for another chance. I have to think hard about what he needs to do to earn it."
Laura bit her lower lip. "So are you going to give him another chance?"
A line formed between Linda's brows as she went through the past two years. Trying to lure Dennis into a conversation and failing. Attempting to get her husband to open up to her about what was troubling him.The more time passed, the easier it had been to let sleeping dogs lie. Focus on the daily grind and let her personal aspirations slip further and further until they were unreachable. Now the situation had reversed and the success of her marriage was the thing that felt unreachable.
Did she want to try again? Risk her heart again?
"I can't go back to what we had," Linda said, guilt settling on her shoulders.
Laura gave Linda a sad look. "I understand."
"That being said..."
Laura perked up. "Yes?"
"I'm kind of surprised, but... I don't think Dennis is going to give up that easily."
For long moments, the only sound in the room was Linda's ragged breathing.
"Hmmm, I have an idea," Laura let out.
"What is it?" Linda narrowed her gaze at Laura.
"Remember Georgina? The gym teacher?"
"I think I do. Was she the one whose boyfriend proposed at Steve and Diana's wedding?"
"The very same. Her fiancé's best friend is a couple's therapist. I met him at some town event, can't remember exactly when. He looked a bit weird to me, but Daniel said he was great. I have Georgina's number, I could give her a call if you want."
Linda waited for Laura to say she was joking. She didn't. "Are you serious? Dennis Harris talking to a stranger about his feelings? He gets uncomfortable when people cry on television!"
"Okay." Laura shrugged. "Say he says no. At least you tried. You gave him an option."
Unbelievably, the idea went from cockamamie to brilliant in the space of a breath.
"But what if he says yes?" Laura asked Linda.
"There is a zero percent chance Dennis Harris goes to counseling." Linda tried to swallow but her mouth was dry. "I'll think about it."
Laura got the therapist's number from Georgina, who informed her that he also had a webpage. Laura passed all the information to Linda.
Later that night, Linda sat in her room and checked the webpage.
A title in big letters read, "Do you want to save your marriage?"
Linda didn't have an answer for that question right now. She wanted the old Dennis back.
Below the title bar, another line read, "L.O.V.E. Therapy"
Are you tired of arguing with your spouse over the same old issues?
Did your love grow cold? Are you in a loveless marriage?
This last sentence sounded more like them.
L.O.V.E. Therapy can help you and your partner to rebuild a relationship that will be fulfilling, healthy and strong even after it was damaged in some way or another.
A new and revolutionary approach to marriage counseling.
What does L.O.V.E. stands for?
Laugther -- Open-hearted -- Veracious -- Emotions.
Laughter:Learning to laugh a little more just may save your life, not to mention your marriage. To paraphrase Henry Ward Beecher, "A marriage without a sense of humor is like a wagon without springs, jolted by every pebble in the road."
Open-hearted: We open up our hearts when we have an emotional connection, when we feel loved and safe. But when we sense disinterest or rejection or when our interactions trigger anger and hurt, our heart closes off. Sometimes our efforts to connect with those we love lead us unexpectedly to places where old wounds are reopened. We can have an open-hearted relationship working through the sometimes painful feelings that cause our hearts to close.



"This explanation hit very close home," Linda said to herself.
Veracious: is the quality of always speaking the truth and being totally authentic, straightforward, and transparent in our words and actions. It means being totally open with your partner, both for the big things and the little things.
Emotions: Emotions play a big role in every relationship. Giving and receiving emotional support benefits both your relationship and you individually. It deepens your relationship. Being in a supportive relationship brings you closer to your partner and helps you establish a deeper level of intimacy and trust.
There was a picture of the therapist, Yaron Beilinson, and a brief bio. His credentials were truly impressive for someone who looked fresh out of college. Linda thought he might be some kind of genius.
Some couples had left their comments. Linda skimmed through them.
"Our 18-year relationship had deteriorated over a long amount of time and neither of us knew how to get things back on track. Yaron helped us find better ways to communicate. Don't let the first impression fool you, he knows his stuff."
"L.O.V.E. therapy was extremely helpful to me and my husband when we were in a pretty rough spot. We both got so much from it! Look no further."
"Dr. Beilinson helped us during a difficult time in our marriage and helped us understand our relationship dynamics. I highly recommend him. He does a great job facilitating listening, trying to get understanding and repair damage, get us both on the same team. His methods might seem strange but they work."
"Very encouraging," Linda muttered to herself. Maybe couples counseling wasn't such a bad idea after all.
CHAPTER 5
Dennis opened the door and found Linda standing there.
"You came back," he said in a whisper, his eyes opened big and wide.
Linda's mouth went dry. "No, Dennis. I'm not coming back. But I thought about what you said."
His Adam's apple slid up and down. "And?"
"L.O.V.E. Therapy," she murmured before she could stop herself.
Dennis inclined his head. "Come again?"
"I want to try L.O.V.E. Therapy. It's a new and revolutionary approach for marriages that are in danger of being..."
"Don't say 'over,'" he gritted out.
She took a few seconds to breathe. "Well?"
"Therapy, Linda?"
She shook her head and turned around mumbling something like 'I knew it.'
"I've lost my wife. She's going to move on without me unless I man the fuck up and work on myself. On us."
His hand closed around her elbow and tugged her to a stop.
"Wait. Fine. I'll do it."
"Are you sure?" Linda tilted her head looking at her husband.
Dennis nodded.
Linda decided to test her husband's resolve. "Because I'm talking about touchy-feely therapy with a Guru Master," she invented. "I'm talking incense, transcendental meditation, chakras alignment, and exploring your inner child..."
The corners of Dennis's mouth turned down. "Bring it on."
"Crystal healing and..." She cut herself off. "What?"
"You heard me. Schedule a session with the damn guru therapist." He leaned down, bringing their faces an inch apart. "You really thought I wouldn't take any chance, any chance, to get you back, didn't you?"
Linda looked at him and she saw nothing but determination.
This was real. It was happening.
"He still loves me." Linda's eyes burned with tears.
Of course, this didn't change anything. She knew all their problems were still there, not resolved, perhaps not fully identified yet. But it was a beginning. A step in the right direction.
She smiled at her husband.
"I'll text you with the details."
CHAPTER 6
A wooden hand-painted plaque read, "Yaron Beilinson, Ph.D Therapist."
Linda had talked with the therapist on the phone when she had scheduled a session for them. Yaron asked her a lot of questions about the state of their relationship and the problems they were facing.
Dennis parked her truck in front of the building and came down.
"I can't believe you really came," she said, her voice full of surprise.
"Why are you so surprised? I told you I would."
Linda nodded. Dennis had never broken his word.
"Are you ready for this?"
He just shrugged. "As ready as I can be."
Linda walked into the office, leaving Dennis to follow behind her. There was no secretary in the reception area and the door to the office was open.
"Ah, Linda and Dennis Harris. I was waiting for you. Welcome," a smiling young male greeted them. He was wearing sneakers and a word T-Shirt. In big letters, it read, 'THERAPIST', and then, in smaller letters 'because badass miracle counselor isn't an official title yet.'
Dennis came to a dead stop and cursed under his breath. No. This couldn't be real. Each wall boasted a different mural, and if he wasn't mistaken, they were trying to celebrate the four elements. There were big the letters spelling the word LOVE painted in each one of them.
There was soft music playing. It was some kind of relaxing tune with nature sounds. There was a circle of pillows on one side of the room. No sign of a couch, chairs, or even a desk.
"I had no idea you hated me this much, Linda."
"The reviews online were overwhelmingly positive."
"There's a good chance his patients were high when they wrote those reviews," he muttered.
A laugh bubbled out of her. How long had it been since he'd made her laugh?
"Maybe there's a method to the madness," Linda whispered to Dennis.
He took Linda's hand and pulled her toward the exit, but she dug in her heels.
"You're free to leave," she said.
"Not without you," he gritted out. "We can find someone else."
"I like him and I like it here."
"Believe it or not, Team Harris, your reaction to my working space is not uncommon," Yaron had witnessed their exchange with a Buddha-smile on his face. "You might have a mental checklist for what you think the right therapist looks like, but allow yourself to be surprised."
"What did you call us? Team Harris?" Linda asked.
"That's correct." Yaron clasped his hands together. "During our sessions, we are all Team Harris. Linda, Dennis, and me, Yaron, your therapist are going to work together as a team. Rebuilding what is broken will be a collective effort. It will be daunting at times. But there's some good news."
"Enlighten us," Dennis said drily.
The therapist nodded. "By the end of our fourth session, we should have an idea whether this marriage is worth saving or not."
His eyes ticked back and forth between Linda and Dennis. "I can already see we have conflicting opinions on that matter."
Before Dennis could question the therapist's observation, Yaron said, "Follow me to the Circle of Healing if you would be so kind." He sat on a pillow. "That's not a joke. I really call it that."
Linda dropped into a cross-legged position on a crocheted heart pillow. She didn't have to make eye contact with Dennis to know he was the poster boy for skepticism.
Dennis looked right and left, searching for a place to sit.
"On the pillows," Yaron directed. "Why not conduct our session in comfort?"
When Dennis made no move to join her, she arched an eyebrow at him and he sighed, taking a place beside her.
"A little bit about me, before we start. As I said, I'm Yaron Beilinson. I've been counseling troubled couples for three years. Yes, I'm a real therapist with a Ph.D. Yes, I'm young. No, I'm not married."
The therapist caught the expression on Dennis's face and said, "I know this is the last place where you want to be, Dennis, but right now I'm the only thing between you and the end of your marriage. You know your wife, and you know I'm not lying. I'm really good at this and there is a chance we can save your marriage if we work together."
Dennis let out a loud grunt.
"We are dealing with hearts, minds, and expectations. They're messy and complicated.
"My methods are unorthodox. They might make you uncomfortable, and that's the point. To push past the limits of what you think yourself capable of as a partner and human being.
"Nothing leaves the safe space of this room. Nothing you can say will shock me or make me think less of you. We're here for a common purpose. To save this marriage." He clapped his hands and said, "Now, face each other, please. We're going to begin by reintroducing your energies."
Linda and Dennis remained unmoving.
Yaron chuckled. "Sometimes we become so wrapped up in a routine, we forget to look each other in the eye. When was the last time you had even ten seconds of solid eye contact?"
"Ten seconds of eye contact?" she whispered. "I can't remember."
Dennis sighed. "No one does that."
"We used to," Linda said, her memory zeroing in on one hazy evening in particular. They'd climbed to the roof of the school during summer vacation. With the sun warming their skin and a breeze cooling it, they'd looked into each other's eyes so long they'd lost track of time.
Now his brow furrowed. And then he surprised her by saying, "You're right. We did."
"Excellent, Dennis. You heard her."
"Ten seconds?" Dennis asked.
"Ten is an arbitrary starting point," Yaron said. "There are no time limits or rules within this space. If something feels right, we'll continue with it."
Linda's heart hammered in her throat as she faced Dennis, their knees bumping, as they were both sitting cross-legged. "Um..." My God, she was having a literal heart attack looking her husband in the face. Honestly. She lifted her gaze to meet Dennis's eyes.
They were steady and lost at the same time, a combination she never expected. The agony she saw in his eyes pierced her, and it was hard not to turn away.
She only made it five seconds, her attention cutting down to her lap.
"What happened?" Dennis asked gruffly.
"I don't know," Linda said apologetically.
A few ticks of silence passed before Yaron piped up.
"Why don't we ease into this a little bit. Linda, are you comfortable with Dennis's touch?"
"Yes," Dennis answered for her, a hint of pleading dancing across his granite features, surprising her. "Just... give me that."
Feeling as if she were balanced on the edge of a diving board, Linda nodded. "Yes."
"Okay. Linda, close your eyes. Remember, you're in a safe place. Dennis, I want you to explore her face with your fingertips. It will be a little less intense than the eye contact, Linda, but reestablishing the connection is what we're after here."
Dennis hadn't even touched her yet and goosebumps were already rising on every inch of her skin. She let her eyelids drop and held in a deep breath as Dennis reached out a hand and curved it to her cheek. The instant their skin touched, the breath rushed out of her on a whimper.
All of her focus raced to the hand on her face. Every nerve ending zinged in that direction, wanting attention.
"Learn her, Dennis."
"I know her face better than mine," he said with a gruff, masculine voice that made Linda shiver.
"Trace her eyebrows, her lips. Let her feel you looking at her and acknowledging her," Yaron coached.
Dennis's thumb arched along with her cheekbone, made a pit stop at her dimple, running the tip of his finger through it. Dennis brushed his fingertip along the bow of her mouth, the crease of her chin. Moved higher and rubbed circles into the center of her forehead, and all the scattered parts of her calmed while it happened.
For once, she was nowhere but right there, inside herself. She felt shivers down her spine. All because Dennis was looking at and touching her? Was he? Or was he doing this exercise just to win her back?
When was the last time they had touched out of affection and without sex roaring in like an insatiable beast? She'd had no idea how much she'd been craving it.
"Thank you, Dennis," Yaron said quietly after two solid minutes passed. "Well done."
His fingers lingered a few more seconds before he reluctantly lowered his hand. Linda opened her eyes to find Dennis looking momentarily shell-shocked before he hid it.
"Dennis, how do you let Linda know you appreciate her?"
It visibly took Dennis a few beats to focus and his voice was little more than a rasp when he finally answered. "I provide."
"That would have been my guess." The therapist said before turning to Linda.
"When Dennis provides for you, Linda. Does that make you feel appreciated?"
"I..." Her brow wrinkled. "I guess it does. In a way..."
"What would make you feel more appreciated? If he brought you a gift? What if Dennis simply told you he loves you?"
"Yes," she breathed, her pulse thumping.
Yaron made a knowing sound. "You need words."
She thought of Dennis telling her he appreciated her. Out loud. "Yes. I think I do."
Yaron nodded vigorously. "I'm going to take a shot in the dark that neither of you is familiar with love languages."
Silence.
He encompassed them both with a warm look. "Each one of us has a preferred way of expressing love and having love expressed to us. Dennis expresses love through deeds. But you need to receive love through words."
"So... that's it?" Dennis asked. "Ten minutes and we already have a solution?"
"You would love that, wouldn't you?" Yaron smiled at him, eyes twinkling. "No, Dennis. You have an answer. The solution requires a lot more work. And practice. Humans are creatures of habit. And old habits die hard. If you get back together now, sooner than later, you'll fall back into the old patterns. Do you think Linda will give you a second chance if you return to your mute act?"
Dennis looked at his wife out of the corner of his eye and shook his head slowly.
Yaron looked at Dennis and said, "During one of these sessions, we're going to talk about what Dennis needs to feel loved and appreciated..." He paused. "For now, though, we're going to focus on Linda, since she's the one who was troubled enough to leave the marriage.
"I'm going to give you a homework assignment. A few of them actually. Since you've already separated, we're working on an accelerated healing track. Unfortunately, I think sex is getting in the way of really seeing each other."
"We aren't..." Linda licked her dry lips. "Doing that now."
She heard Dennis muttered something about putting their business on the street.
"That's good," Yaron said. "That helps to focus your attention on other areas of your relationship."
"Says who?" Dennis asked defiantly.
"Says me," Yaron didn't bat an eyelid. "One of your homework assignments is to keep not having sex." He split a speculative glance between them. "I will allow kissing."
Linda hadn't been kissed in so long, without sex happening at the same time.
"Kissing is often more intimate than sex and it breeds further intimacy, such as talking or looking into each other's eyes," Yaron was saying. "Now. For the next assignment. Dennis, you're going to write Linda a letter."
"Come again?"
"I don't think words come that easily to you. Just like Linda with the eye contact, we're going to ease into it. Let's try verbalizing on paper first."
Dennis shifted in his pillow. "What am I supposed to say?"
Yaron smiled broadly. "That's up to you to decide."
CHAPTER 7
Linda left the mall and walked to her car. She was exhausted. She was struggling to sleep in a strange bed. Alone.
Lost in her thoughts, it took Linda a moment to see the envelope on her windshield, tucked beneath one of the wipers. Her name was written across the front in a familiar handwriting.
Linda's stomach winged up to her throat as she plucked the envelope out of its place. With it in hand, she looked around the empty parking lot, as if her husband might be leaning against a lamppost, but there was no one there.
With a deep breath, she retrieved the letter and switched on the overhead light, sliding the folded piece of paper out of its envelope.
My beloved Linda,
I've been thinking a lot about the happy days we once shared as a loving couple. I wasn't aware there was a problem in our marriage. I really wasn't. I guess I've been too focused on myself. I'm sorry I made you feel ignored and unloved. I never meant to make you feel you were not important to me. You are.
Will you please just consider the possibility that I love you more than you realize or that I'm incapable of expressing it with words?
I believe that we still have that same love in our hearts that first brought us together. I'll do anything I have to do to rekindle it. You have my word. Even keep seeing that weird therapist you chose.
I'll share a secret with you. You have a freckle behind your ear, in a place that's impossible for you to see. I'm not sure if anyone has ever told you about it, but I pretend it's my secret. The first time I kissed it, we were at homecoming. The dance was over and it felt like we'd just gotten there. We looked around and everyone was gone. When you turned your head, that's when I saw the freckle, right in the crease where your ear meets your head. I leaned in, kissed it, and you told me you loved me for the first time.
I was convinced that freckle was magic. The secret way I made you fall in love with me.
When you left me, my first thought was I should have kissed that freckle more. I bet you didn't know you married a ridiculous man.
I'm proud to have you as my wife. I'm proud of the person you are. You're incredible. I'm sorry I didn't tell you often enough.
Yours,
Dennis
Linda could almost feel Dennis's lips behind her ear, whispering those words that made her feel so desirable. Not as a sexual object, but as a singular woman. As Linda.
This was how she had felt then. Important. Cherished.
Heart trapped in her throat, Linda read the letter again. And again. She was preparing to read it a fourth time when a knock on the window made her jump.
Harry, the security guard, waved from the other side of the glass.
"You all right in there, Linda?" his voice came muffled through the window.
"Yes," she croaked, stuffing the letter back into the envelope. "I was just getting ready to leave, thanks for checking on me."
Harry nodded. "Wouldn't want to catch hell from Dennis," he said almost absently, throwing her a wink. "Or miss out on that extra twenty dollars a week he gives me to make sure you get to your car safely."
"He... what?"
"I've been putting it into a college fund for my granddaughter." He chuckled. "You take care, Linda!"
When Linda walked into her room at the inn, she took her cell phone out of her purse and called her husband.
"Hi, Dennis."
"Linda."
"So... I found out you've been paying the security guard to watch over me?"
Silence passed. "Harry was supposed to keep that between us."
"Dennis..." She shook her head. "Don't you think I would have liked knowing that?"
"You should assume I'm doing everything I can to keep you safe."
Her laugh sounded dazed. "But it would have made me feel special. It would have told me that I'm special to you."
Pressing the phone to her ear, she lay down on the bed. "A lot like your letter. It made me feel like... the old me. I read it three times."
He came back almost as fast. "I wasn't sure I did it right."
"What were you hoping to achieve with the letter."
"Truthfully? I wanted it to make you come home."
"Don't you agree there are things we have to straighten out way before that happens?"
He cleared his throat and fell silent for a moment. "You couldn't even look me in the eye for ten goddamn seconds, Linda. I know we've got a big problem now."
Their marriage might have gone radio silent, but she knew Dennis enough to know he had been holding on to this one thing, possibly even obsessing over it.



"I'm sorry. I'm still not sure what happened."
"I hate this." She heard him swallow. "I want my wife home. We can work out what's wrong right here. We don't need to separate."
"Can you imagine how hard it is for me to believe you want me home when you barely seemed to register me when I was there before? Do you miss having someone to fill the silence or do you miss Linda?" There was a bit of acrimony in her voice.
His laugh held no humor. "If you only knew."
"Tell me. How am I supposed to know anything unless you talk to me?"
"I'm trying, Linda."
They talked on the phone, for almost an hour, both lying down on their own beds. They talked about Dennis's letter and the Homecoming Dance. About Linda's freckle. About everything and nothing.
Talking to Dennis, hearing his words, reminded her of the times when talking to him hadn't been such a rare event, but a constant. It brought back that optimistic, anything-is-possible state of mind.
CHAPTER 8
Dennis had finished painting the walls and took a couple of steps back to admire his work. He had been working on this house for almost a year. The remodeling was almost over. He had bought it for Linda with the money he had saved working at the mines.
He was confident that purchasing it would make Linda happy. It was her dream house.
"You have to tell her," Paul Olson's voice came from behind him. Dennis turned to find his foreman and friend looking at him from the entrance. "'Hey, Linda, I bought you your dream house and I've been remodeling it in my free time for almost a year.'"
Dennis shook his head. "It wouldn't solve the problem." He sighed. "At this point, it might even make the problem worse."
Paul was the only person who knew about the house, out of necessity. He was helping him with the remodeling.
"Why?" Paul leaned against the post opposite Dennis.
"Because I kept money away from her and bought this house without consulting with her. I've waited too long to tell her about this place, She would see it as yet another thing I kept from her. Deeds won't do it, Paul, she needs words."
* * * * *
When Dennis arrived for their second therapy appointment, Linda was already inside the office.
Every day that passed made him even more determined to fix what was broken, by whatever means necessary. The other night, when Linda's name had popped up on his phone's screen, the world around him had come spinning back into motion.
"Sorry I'm late," he muttered, sitting down beside her on the floor on a pillow. "I had to take a shower."
Yaron clapped his hands together and said, "Laughter. We all need it." He split a speculative look between Linda and Dennis.
Dennis crossed his arms. He might have started to see the merit in this marriage counseling thing, especially after hearing how much Linda liked his letter, but that didn't mean he'd stopped wanting to simply be alone with her. She needed words. He got that now and he was going to work on it. What else could they possibly iron out?
"During our first session, Dennis, you seemed almost startled when Linda laughed, which tells me it has been a while since you shared your humor with her." Yaron raised an eyebrow at Linda. "Would you call that accurate?"
Linda dipped her head, but nodded, sending Dennis an almost apologetic look.
"Did you used to laugh together?"
"All the time," Linda murmured. "He used to do this thing where he blew air into my neck and made kind of a..."
"Fart sound?" Yaron supplied.
A laugh huffed out of Linda. "Yes. Or he would tell me stories about the men he was working with at the mines and their habits." Her eyes softened. "Yeah. We laughed all the time."
"What about you, Dennis? Did Linda make you laugh?"
"Sure she did," he said, meeting her eyes for a not-long enough moment. "She can imitate the Minion voice." His lips jumped. "That was probably my favorite. She used to talk to me like a Minion when I was having a shitty day."
Dennis caught a small, reminiscent smile from Linda and his heart missed a beat.
Yaron distracted him by pulling a giant bag of marshmallows out from behind his back, dangling it in midair. "Who's up for a game of Chubby Bunny? My friend Daniel and I used to play it around the campfire. We always had a good belly laugh."
Dennis twisted his mouth, but Linda's eyes were shining with delight.
Yaron ripped open the bag and popped one of the extra-large marshmallows into his mouth, talking around it. "We build resentments toward our loved ones. Sometimes we're not even aware of them. But they grow so strong, they prevent us from remembering what we loved about our spouses in the first place. Maybe one or both no longer wants to give their significant other the satisfaction of showing their amusement, so the other person stops trying. And the laughter dies."
Yaron handed Linda the bag, which was a good move considering Dennis would have handed it right back. "We can fix this by laughing at ourselves. If we stop taking ourselves so seriously for a moment, our partner can do the same. There is relaxation and acceptance in laughter. It's the anti-resentment drug. Like Jay Leno said, 'You can't stay mad at somebody who makes you laugh.'"
Dennis was still skeptical as hell about therapy, and this therapist in particular. Once upon a time, he might have stuffed his cheeks full of marshmallows to make Linda laugh, but the idea of doing it now, in front of a near-stranger, was so far outside his comfort zone, it wasn't even funny. The exercise also seemed inadequate. He didn't want baby steps, he wanted her back. Wanted everything fixed now.
"Linda, I can see your husband is somewhat hesitant, which frankly I find shocking. Why don't you begin?"
She blew out a slow breath. "So just stuff them in my cheeks?"
"Yeah, but instead of saying 'Chubby Bunny' try to talk like a Minion."
Marshmallows in hand, Linda turned wide eyes on Dennis. "If you say I told you so, I'll stuff the full bag somewhere else."
Dennis crammed a fist against his mouth to stop a chuckle from escaping. He loved her spirited like this. That light in her eyes made him smile. "I wouldn't dare."
Linda sat up straighter, stowing marshmallows away in her cheeks, one by one. Then she looked over at Dennis with a proud, lifted chin and said, "Banana."
The laugh burst out explosively and he laughed until the tears rolled down his face. His vision blurred with gleeful tears. The most incredible thing happened while he was laughing, Linda joined him, looking ridiculous and adorable with her full cheeks.
"Dennis," Yaron said, humor lacing his tone. "Would you like to reciprocate?"
Dennis's laughter faded into a groan. He couldn't leave her hanging, though. Shaking his head at his wife, he took the bag and tucked a bunch of marshmallows into his cheeks. "Dr. Nefario," he said, doing his best Gru impersonation, "Prepare the torpedo."
P words were a bad choice. Dennis barely covered his mouth in time to catch the spit, and Linda's head fell back on a belly laugh.
She was so beautiful when she was happy. And he had made her laugh by playing Chubby Bunny. Not by handing her his paycheck. Not by working overtime. Just by being himself. Or, rather, the self he had been when they had fallen in love. The guy who had nothing to offer but his undying love.
Yaron clapped," Well done, Team Harris." He opened his arms and exclaimed, "Group hug."
Dennis stiffened in his place and Yaron pointed a finger at him and said, "Gotcha."
Linda laughed again.
"Let's talk about Dennis' homework." Yaron nodded in his direction. "Did you write her the letter?"
"Yeah." He rolled his eyes when he realized the marshmallows were still in his mouth and they all had to sit there while he chewed and swallowed, Linda doing the same with lingering humor in her gorgeous eyes. "She seemed to like it."
"I loved it," Linda confessed blushing like a teenager.
Dennis didn't let any emotion show in his face, but those three words made his heart beat fast, and took his breath away as if he had just finished a race.
Yaron split a smile between them. "What did he write about?"
"Homecoming dance, when we started going steady, but it was more than that. There were all these details and I..." Linda swallowed hard because she was suddenly emotional, "I could feel in his words how he felt about me. Like I was the only woman in the world for him. I felt loved, cared for, desired, special... I used to feel that way during the first years of our relationship."
"Used to?" Dennis snapped his head to look at his wife. "Do you think I don't care for you anymore, Linda? Do you think that my love for you faded?"
"In the last two years, I did," she whispered. "You rarely talked to me. You barely acknowledged my presence. You locked yourself inside you."
Dennis's face paled.
"But then I keep finding out all these nice things you do behind my back." She wet her lips. "Last time we were here, I found out you express your love for me through deeds and now that I know about one of them... well, I think you still love me and care for me. But it was your letter that made me feel that way more than anything. I really liked reading what you wrote."
"I'll write you more if you come home."
Yaron pressed an imaginary button and made a buzzer sound with his mouth. "You can't emotionally blackmail her, Dennis!"
Linda shook her head. "Can you please tell him why I can't come home yet?" she asked Yaron.
"He's sitting right there," Yaron replied pointing at Dennis with his head. "You tell him."
"I have. But he doesn't listen. Which is the reason why we are where we are."
Yaron studied both of them. "I want to explore what you said, Linda, about the deeds Dennis does behind your back. What did you mean?"
"The night he left the letter on my car windshield, I found out he's been paying the security guard at my job to keep an eye on me when I go out."
"Interesting." Yaron tapped his finger against his lips.
"Dennis, you're here to accept responsibility for your role in the state of your relationship. That takes a lot of courage. Why not accept responsibility for the good as well as the bad?"
"It's nothing to give money to a guard," Dennis said, a lot louder than he'd intended. "I didn't do it to get recognition. I did it because I care for her."
Yaron nodded, "Dennis, why do you keep pushing Linda to come home? She is not ready yet."
"She's my wife. I miss her. The house is too quiet without her. It's not a home anymore."
"Linda, do you realize how hard this separation has been on Dennis?"
"Yes," she whispered, sounding awed. "I do, but I needed to do something to change the state of things. He didn't listen to me. For him everything was right. It was not! He didn't snap out of his trance till I moved out."
Dennis couldn't look at her. "I'm sorry, Linda. Being away from you is killing me. Could you at least tell me what you've been up to?"
He heard her swallow. "My life is mostly work and go back to the inn. I'm also taking steps to start my own business, my Daycare Center. I already talked with Grace McAllister, the realtor. She's looking for a place."
That brought Dennis's head around. "What?"
"You know it was always my dream. I'm not made to be a manager at McDonald's the rest of my life. I'm also working to get the certifications I need."
Yaron cleared his throat. "It's significant that you made the appointment this week. What changed?"
Linda glanced over at Dennis before lowering her gaze, "I've been putting it off for years. I just wasn't confident I could do it. But then, I read the letter from Dennis and I remember all the dreams I left behind. I want to take the chance before it's too late."
"You said that Dennis's letter made you feel more like the old Linda. The Linda you used to be. Are you saying that Dennis's letter and support might have helped push you toward your goal?
"Yes, it did." Linda.
"Tell him," Yaron suggested.
Linda looked at her husband, "Your letter helped, Dennis. Thank you."
Satisfaction wove around his lungs and it took him a long time to draw a decent breath. "You're welcome," he said hoarsely.
"Dennis," Yaron continued. "Would you like to acknowledge that Linda needs words and they are supremely important to her and thus vital when it comes to making this marriage work?"
"Yes," he rasped.
"Well done, Team Harris," Yaron exclaimed with a smile.
Crazily enough, Dennis felt a change in the air as if something had cleared.
"Time for your next homework assignment." The therapist winked at them both. "Still no sex, sorry. But I'm giving you Mother Nature."
CHAPTER 9
Dennis thought therapy had hit a peak of weirdness during their game of Despicable Me themed Chubby Bunny, but he had been dead wrong.
They had gotten a map with a red 'X' in it, a compass, and two backpacks with camping stuff. Their homework was to find the place on the map and set up a campsite there working as a team.
Dennis was growing impatient to have their problems solved, and this exercise felt like a damn waste of time.
Dennis adjusted the backpack on his shoulders and picked up his pace, catching up with Linda as they entered the forest. At first, he wanted to carry both backpacks, but it took one look at Linda to drop the idea.
During the next hours, Dennis had to set his pride aside and work with his wife as a team, using their communication and problem-solving skills to find the designated campsite. They spent over an hour trying to work out how to do it. Linda, of course, wanted to follow the rules. Dennis just wanted to set the camp in any suitable place.
"He'll never know!" Dennis argued.
"But I will! This is not about setting a camp, but about us working together to achieve a mutual goal. We're following the rules."
She opened the map and studied it for a few minutes. "There is a creek that runs close to the 'X'," Linda said pressing a finger on the map. "The stream is not far from here, and there is a trail marked in the map. If we follow it we'll get to our destination."
"Okay, David Crockett, lead the way."
Linda checked the compass and moved west.
"Was this therapy technique listed in the Yelp reviews? Maybe you didn't scroll down far enough."
"I didn't scroll. A friend of Laura gave me a glowing recommendation about him." They reached the creek and Linda checked the map again. "Are you trying to pick a fight with me?"
"Nope. We've had some good ones, though, haven't we?"
"Yes, we did. I remember you got mad at me once while we were watching that movie..." Linda started to say.
"You were not watching it! You wanted me to narrate the entire film to you! 'Who's she?', 'Why did he get shot?', 'I thought that one was on their side?', 'Is that a bomb?'"
"You yelled at me, 'Just watch the movie!'" Linda reminisced pouting.
"But you kept with your film commentary. The suspense kept being assaulted mercilessly by such interjections as, 'Hey! Look! They're the cushions we've got.', 'Isn't she the one who does that lingerie advert?' and, then you said, 'Oh, I've read about this one, he gets killed at the end.'"
Linda covered her face with her hands, and they both laughed.
"I made it up to you if I remember well," Linda said looking into Dennis's eyes.
"Yes, you did," the smile on Dennis's face got wider.
The intensity between them was building so much, Dennis was barely aware of their surroundings. There was only Linda. They gravitated closer, but she caught herself at the last moment before their bodies could touch.
They kept walking and talking and, without realizing it, they found the designated camping spot. Linda checked the map twice and exclaimed, "I think we found it," and imitating their therapist's voice she added, "Well done, Team Harris."
They both laughed.
Dennis starting the process of sliding tent poles through their nylon sleeves. They worked in silence for a few minutes, which was fine for him. Silence was where he lived. But then, he took a look at Linda and he remembered she wasn't comfortable with the lack of talking. "How is the Daycare project going?"
She blew out a breath, seeming uncertain. "It's starting to feel crazy taking this leap. There are a lot of things I need to put together. Getting the certifications and money is on the top of my list."
"You can take anything you need from our savings account," Dennis offered.
"Really? Are you okay with it?"
"Of course. This is your dream, Linda. I want to support you in any way I can."
Dennis handed her the stakes for two of the tent corners and they went about securing the shelter in place. Probably not the best moment to inform Linda of how much he had spent on the house he had bought for her.
"Thank you. That means a lot, Dennis." Looking kind of nervous, she asked, "What about you? What are you doing?"
Dennis shrugged. "You mean except missing you?"
She joined him at the stone circle, helping him move the rocks into a perfect ring for the campfire. The tension remained between them as Dennis gathered wood for the campfire.
"I've missed you too," she muttered.
He didn't want to credit his weird therapist, but something about being removed from their usual setting, being out there in nature, doing something unusual together, made him appreciate being with her, hearing her voice, even more than he normally did.
"Sometimes when I was working underground 7,800 feet below surface," he said, "home seemed like a dream. Like it wasn't real and I'd never get back here again." He nudged her with his elbow. "I almost always thought of you frowning over a recipe or dancing from the stove to the sink. And I knew home had to be real. Your Daycare Center is not a leap. You can achieve anything you set your mind to."
"Thank you," she murmured, sounding almost surprised. "I wish you'd do that more. Not encourage me, although that was truly nice. But I mean talk about your time in the mines. You've never talked to me about it."
"If she knew what was like..." thought Dennis.
Evening had fallen by the time they finished building the campsite and they wandered toward each other, right to the center of it, as if pushed by an unseen force.
"Let's focus on the present," Dennis finally said. "We're supposed to love each other through fights. Through all of it. Call me every name in the book. Slap my face till my cheeks turn red. Lay it on me. Tell me how hard it has been living with me the last few years. But don't turn your back to me." Admitting a weakness was difficult, but he forced it out. "It fucked me up when you said you didn't love me."
"It's not true, you know?" Linda confessed looking at Dennis out of the corner of her eye. "I do love you. But, you made loving you so hard for me." Hesitantly, she raised her hands and placed her palms on his cheeks. "You've been so sweet lately. You are making me remember all the reasons why I fell for you."
"Please, Linda. Get it all out so we can really start moving forward."
"The last two years were hard. Truly hard for me," she said softly. "It's like you quit your job but you left your heart at the mines. Instead of getting my husband and my best friend back, I got this... grouchy, silent person who only noticed me when we had sex."
"I'm here now." He moved closer taking Linda in his arms, she could feel the frenzied pounding in his chest. "Linda." He brushed their lips together. "I'm right here, my love."
A loud clapping brought them back to reality.
"Bravo! You found the place and set the camp working together as a team. I see you broke down some communication barriers too," Yaron's voice boomed through the clearing. He was wearing a Boy Scout uniform. "Well done, Team Harris!"



They jumped apart like guilty teenagers whose mothers had caught making out in the family room. And something amazing happened. They both laughed.
"Busted," Dennis said twisting his mouth.
Linda looked up, smiling at Dennis. "Feels like old times."
"Yeah," he said grumpily. "It does."
CHAPTER 10
Linda shifted uncomfortably on the pillows in Yaron's office. Dennis was sitting at her side.
"Something doesn't feel right," thought Linda.
The first two sessions had been cathartic. They had made progress. So why did the issues between her and her husband still feel unresolved?
"We've been presented with Linda's needs," Yaron started, "This session we will focus on what Dennis needs." Linda's serene expression felt frozen on her face.
She should have seen this moment coming. After all, she wasn't the only member of this marriage. Of course, Dennis had needs as well.
"What is something that Linda does that makes you feel appreciated?" Yaron asked Dennis.
"She goes grocery shopping. She cooks. She cleans the house. She does the laundry." Dennis shifted restlessly on the pillow. Linda couldn't move at all. "She contributes a well-earned paycheck."
"Okay. Houses chores, shopping, and a paycheck are a contribution to the household, which is very important, but it's not meant to express love or appreciation specifically to you, Dennis," Yaron explained. "Let's talk about the food. What do you typically make, Linda?"
"Um..." she gulped hard. "I cook during the weekend and place the prepared meals in the freezer, so we can defrost them during the week."
"So the food isn't just for Dennis, it's for both of you?"
"Yes," she whispered, her pulse jumping in her wrists.
The cushions on the couch dipped as Dennis moved closer to her. "What is the point? I'm a grown man. I cook dinner for myself some days."
"If I'm not doing that, I'm doing nothing. I've been doing nothing." Linda laid her ice-cold hands on the sides of her face. "Oh my God."
When she had first walked into the office, she'd had the upper hand, and now it was slipping. The very fact that she'd wantedto have an upper hand when they were trying to get an even footing increased her discomfort.
"Linda?" Yaron prompted. "Are you okay?"
"Enough of this!" Dennis ground out, putting a protective arm around her shoulders. "You're upsetting her. She works all day in a job she hates, standing on her feet to get a paycheck because I'm not making as much money as I did working in the mines. She has been dealing with me for the last two years... And you think she hasn't been doing enough?"
"The way you protect Linda is a positive thing, but in this case, however, I think this is important, Dennis." Yaron's lips tightened. "You might need to control that protective urge for the purposes of this discussion."
Dennis was silent for a few beats. "I don't know if I can."
"Try. It's important that you're not just giving, that you're also receiving. In a balanced relationship, you both give and take," Yaron leaned forward, elbows propped on the knees of his ripped jeans. "Have you considered that maybe there are reasons why this marriage hasn't been working for you, too? And not for just Linda?"
"No, I haven't," he gritted. He looked at his therapist defying him to say otherwise.
"You should," Linda whispered. "You should consider I haven't been a good wife to you, either. I... I don't think I have..."
He scoffed. "Stop, Linda. Just stop this."
"Look me in the eye for ten seconds, Dennis. The way I couldn't do last time." During their first session, she had seen pain, apology, love, even need, in her husband's eyes. She needed that reassurance right now more than she needed her next breath. "Look me in the eye and tell me you were happy in our marriage."
Dennis took her chin in his hand and leaned close, unflinching as their gazes connected. This time, though, there was a barrier up. He was hiding. "I was... I was... happy."
Linda made a sound and covered her mouth.
"If I wasn't completely happy, Linda, it's only because you weren't."
It was hard to watch her husband struggling to come to grips with his own lack of happiness, all the while desperate to reassure her.
"Dennis." Yaron's voice brought her husband's head whipping around, his expression was decidedly dazed. "Let's talk about what Linda could do, instead of what she hasn't done. I'm going to give you a few examples of expressions of love, you tell me which one appeals to you most."
Dennis took a deep breath and shrugged a jerky shoulder.
"Linda saying thank you for working hard." He let that option settle. "Linda surprising you with a new pair of sunglasses. Linda going with you to a movie. Linda filling the gas tank of your truck without you asking..."
It was subtle, but Linda caught her husband's nod out of the corner of her eye. Also did their therapist.
"So you not only prefer to express your love through deeds, that's how you need love expressed to you in return."
"Maybe," Dennis said hoarsely.
Linda slipped her hand beneath her husband's, interlocking their fingers. "Try to talk through it, please?"
A muscle jumped in Dennis's cheek. "Not gas pumping," he said in a low voice. "I wouldn't want her to pump my gas, ever, and I don't care if that makes me a chauvinist. But I guess... I don't know. It would be nice to know she'd thought of me."
The unshed tears that had been poised behind Linda's eyes lost the fight and cascaded down her cheeks. Her face felt freshly slapped. All this time, she had blamed Dennis entirely for the decline of their relationship. But she'd been equally to blame.
Oh my God. This is my doing as much as his.
She might have fought in the beginning, trying to rekindle that old wildfire that had always burned between them, physically and emotionally. Somewhere along the way, she had quit. At least, Dennis had tried in his own secret ways to make her feel cared for. Protected. She had done nothing but blame him and build resentment against him.
When Dennis saw Linda crying, his face paled. "Don't cry, Love. Please." He reached for her, hesitated, then caught her around the waist, whispering comforting words.
Every day, going through the motions and being so angry at him. How come she didn't realize she was doing the exact same thing? How could she have been such a hypocrite?
Tears burned tracks down her cheeks, and Dennis watched them in horror. Finally, he leaned in and started to kiss them away.
"Shhh, Linda. We're going to work this out. You're my wife and I wouldn't change that for any damn thing in the world. I'm your man." He exhaled roughly. "Details, right? Words? Do you need to know I'm always paying attention? Remember that time I left to work in a mine for the first time? Your mouth tasted like the blueberry muffin we split from the bakery, and I'd have done anything to have some blueberries with me trying to get that taste back in my mouth every fucking day I was away."
He turned her face, moved his head, and kissed the freckle behind her ear. "I missed you so bad. I miss you now."
That ice in her heart melted and dripped, halfway to vapor. "I miss you, too."
"Come home, please."
Linda wanted nothing more than to do that. Go back to her husband and hope everything would work out. Hope that their new self-awareness would make all the difference. But she wasn't willing to gamble. She had only learned a few minutes ago that she'd played an active role in getting them to this point. She needed time to get her head around that. To go back and comb through the past years through an entirely different lens.
They both needed to work on themselves, and their marriage, at the same time. They would never do that if they fell back into their old routine.
"Okay. Let's talk homework," Yaron clapped his hands together. "Linda, Dennis needs acts of service to feel appreciated. I will leave those up to you, but let me reiterate that, as your therapist, I feel strongly that sex should remain off the table."
Linda bit down on her tongue and forced a smile. Dennis dropped his face and groaned.
"Dennis, please continue exercising your vocal cords. Find ways to give Linda the words she needs to hear. You did a tremendous job on that today." Yaron said giving him the thumb. He beamed at both of them. "It might not feel like it right now, but we've had a very successful session."
CHAPTER 11
Aday after their rocky third therapy session, Dennis was grabbing a quick workout in the basement, hoping to burn off some of his excess mental and sexual frustration, when he heard the sound of water running in the house and frowned. There was no one home, he couldn't be more painfully aware of that fact, and none of the appliances were turned on.
He stood there, double-checking that he indeed heard water running. With a frown, he walked barefoot and shirtless down the hallway, toward the kitchen, to investigate. His pulse started to race at the possibility that Linda had come home, but there was no one there.
A sound from outside the house brought Dennis to the front door. He opened it and found his wife in the driveway. Washing his truck.
He was so stunned by the sight, all he could do was stare. His wife was in tight black yoga pants and an old sweatshirt, hair up in a bun.
Gorgeous, so fucking gorgeous in the setting sun.
As much as he hated watching her perform any kind of manual labor, he couldn't help but be thankful just to have her there, whether it was temporary. She'd made up her mind to go about their second chance the right way. He needed to respect that.
Their therapy session had knocked Dennis on his ass, although he still didn't believe Linda was responsible for their situation. He was a quiet asshole who hadn't been giving her the words she needed. She'd done nothing wrong, and no one could convince him otherwise. Watching her cry over that bullshit yesterday had been pure torture.
Still. He could admit that Linda giving him real, tangible evidence that she loved him made his heart beat faster.
While he wanted to strangle his therapist for making his wife cry, he could also maybe admit he needed some evidence that this woman still loved him. He needed it badly.
When he stopped working at the mines, Linda had shown him evidence of her love regularly. Spontaneous hugs, elaborate date nights at home with candlelight, or simply tellinghim she loved him. It was becoming obvious to him that she'd eventually stopped doing those things because he had been showing her his love in an entirely invisible way. How could she have known he had been saving up for a new house? How could she know that he had been protecting her from his precarious state of mind?
Now, having her show him she cared, that she had thought about him, flooded him with gratitude and relief. But he couldn't accept the gesture, could he? Seriously, it might kill him.
Dennis came out of the house, letting the screen door slap against the doorjamb. "Thank you for doing this, honey, but you're going to get sick out here. Come in out of the cold, Linda."
She pulled up the right sleeve of her sweatshirt to her elbow and dunked the sponge back into the bucket she'd filled.
"I'll be done in fifteen minutes. Could you grab the grocery bags out of my backseat, please?"
"I'll do it when you stop washing my truck and come inside."
There was a flash of something in her eyes that he'd seen at the therapy session. Guilt. Remorse. A little bit of sadness. He didn't like it.
"I'm digging in my heels," she said.
"You've been doing a lot of that lately." Dennis instantly regretted his words when she broke their eye contact.
"I've got on two layers under this sweatshirt. Please just let me do this?" Her voice was laden with determination. "I need to do something for you."
Warmth rolled into his chest. "Will you stay for a while afterward?"
She stopped soaping for a moment, looking at him over her shoulder. "Yes."
That single word made anticipation sing over Dennis's skin, but his body needed to chill the fuck out. He was horny enough to read sexual intention into a single word. If he had learned anything by now, it was that his wife wasn't breaking the no-sex rule. And he hadn't caved on his promise, either. Next time he got relief, it would be inside Linda.
Dennis opened the back door to retrieve the bags from Linda's backseat. In the meantime, she had turned on the small vacuum cleaner they used for their cars and bent forward, leaving her tight, round ass on display. Her hips tilted enough that he could see the stretch of Lycra over her pussy. Pure torture.
By the time Dennis returned to the house with the grocery bags in his arms, his dick was hard enough to jimmy a lock.
He went back outside and stood behind her. "Did you come here to torture me?"
She flipped off the vacuum. "No." She stood up. "No, I didn't."
"My body hurts. I miss being together."
"I know." She abandoned the vacuum, hands wringing at her waist. "I'm thrown off by what happened at our session, you know? Realizing we've both let this marriage get to this point, and I'm feeling kind of scattered.
"Like I've been seeing everything all wrong and I've just... I've fallen hard off my high horse. And I don't know how or if we'll make this relationship work, but I know when I woke up feeling lost this morning, I wanted to be near you. Can we just spend some time near each other for a little while tonight?"
"Yes," he said, voice resonating. His whole body resonating. "I want that."
"Me too." She wet her lips. "I'm going to finish up here. Can you go inside and preheat the oven for me?"
Backing away from her was fucking agony, but he did it. Anything to not screw up this chance to have her cross the threshold of their home, even if it was just for a few hours. He stopped to glance back at Linda on his way into the house and found her watching him from beneath her lashes.
Dennis dropped the groceries off on the counter and adjusted his hard cock through his sweatpants. He planted his hands on the edge of the kitchen counter and breathed in and out. "Okay, not jerking off was a bad choice. But I can do this. I can be in the same room as my wife and not fuck her until she screams the town into a power outage."
He was still fighting to control his urges when Linda walked in.
"Your truck was already pretty clean," she said, tucking loose hair into her bun. "I feel like I cheated on my homework." Her laughter was kind of skittish, reminding him of those first few middle-school dates to the coffee shop when they were just getting to know each other. "Wow. Why am I so nervous?"
"This is your home. I'm your husband. You shouldn't be..." Dennis dragged a hand down his face, laughing without a drop of humor. "I'm nervous, too, Linda."
Her breath caught. "You are?"
"Yeah." Now that they'd returned to the scene of the crime, it became even more obvious how drastically their communication had dwindled. Their voices sounded almost foreign filling the kitchen together at the same time. "You see me as less of a man knowing I'm nervous?"
"What?" She pressed a hand to the center of her chest. "God, no! It makes me feel like I'm not crazy. It puts us on the same team."
Surprise prickled up his spine. "I want to be strong for you at all times," he said hoarsely. "Isn't that my job?"
Her features softened as she regarded him. "Marriage isn't a job, Love."
She hadn't called him 'love' in so long, his insides jolted upon hearing it.
Linda crossed to the counter, close enough to Dennis that he could count the goosebumps on her neck. "It makes me feel closer to you when you let down your guard. Makes me feel like I can do the same."
Dennis was barely aware of moving closer. He found himself behind Linda, zeroed in on the freckle behind her ear as she unloaded shopping bags and prepared dinner.
"Tonight is about you, Dennis. I want to make you happy."
The simple statement that she wanted him happy made his chest expand to the size of a marching band bass drum. Watching her prove it? Even better.
Linda had come over, cleaned his truck, and now she was cooking him his favorite dinner.
"Dinner is on the oven," she breathed, fidgeting as she faced him. "Do you want to watch TV or..."
"Can we dance, Linda?" before she could answer, Dennis stepped into the warmth of her space, capturing her left hand in his right.
"Dance?"
"We used to do that all the time," Dennis turned on the stereo, selected a compact disc, and seconds later, some soft romantic music filled the room.
"I don't know i-if that's a good idea."
"You don't? The therapist said we're allowed to kiss. Dancing must be on the approved list, right?"
"First you want to dance and now kissing. You can't just throw all of that out there," Linda grinned at him.
Dennis grinned back and rubbed his right thumb in a circle around the palm of her hand. "I didn't ask to kiss you. I said I wanted to dance." He slipped his left hand around the small of her back and eased their bodies together. "You made that leap. I forgive you for sexualizing me."
"Shut up," she said on a giggle, then cut herself off with a gasp when she realized they were dancing. "Oh, you think you're slick?"
"Did you seriously forget how much game I have, Linda? Maybe you need a reminder."
He brought her tighter to his body, groaning inwardly over the tits that poked into his chest, the press of their thighs.
"Maybe I do," she whispered, her breath fanning over his mouth. "Just remember the rules, okay?"
It was amazing to simply hold his wife again. For the last five years, whenever they touched, he got impatient almost immediately to satisfy her. Please her. Now he wondered if he'd been trying to overcompensate for not giving her what she really needed. Affection. Intimacy without sex.
For the love of God, don't fuck this up.
"When you were standing at the counter, the sunset was coming in through the window. All around you, turning these little curls near your ears to gold. I was thinking, I wish I was a painter or a photographer because keeping something that beautiful to myself makes me a selfish bastard. Even though I want you that way. All for me." He closed his eyes and breathed in roughly through his nose. "Every perfect inch."
"You can be such a smooth talker when you want." She said blushing.
Somehow they continued to turn in a slow circle in the center of the kitchen.
"What have you been doing without me around? Do you cook?" Linda asked her husband.
"God no! I've been eating take away from The Jammed," He stretched his fingers across the small of her back, trying to reach as much of her as possible. "Been sleeping with the television on. I know you hate that, but it's too quiet otherwise."
"Surely you're not implying I usually fill the silence with snoring."
"I wouldn't dare." He chuckled. "Nah, you don't snore, but you murmur things."
She looked up at him, her mouth close. So close. "I do?"
Dennis nodded. "Sometimes you ask for me."
"What do you do when I ask for you?"
It was getting hard to swallow. "Kiss your shoulder, hold your hand."
"You do?"
No way she couldn't feel his erection with their hips pressed together, snug and restless. Any minute now, he was going to screw this up. Break the rules. Push too hard.
Talk. Talk. She needs words.
"I was trying to distract myself this week, so I cleaned out the basement and found one of your mother's boxes. There are some recipes on notecards banded together," Dennis swallowed hard, begging blood to return to his brain.
"Please Dennis, stop talking and kiss me"
"I can't. I can't do it. The dam will break."
"Please? I miss kissing you so much."



"Miss it?" Dennis was losing his breath, "I used to devour that mouth when we were..."
When we were fucking.
Was that the only time he kissed his wife?
Regret gripped Dennis around the throat and he shot forward, capturing his wife's mouth with a growl. She sobbed against his lips. Dennis realized he hadn't kissed his wife just to be close to her in a long, long time. What the hell was wrong with him?
Dennis bent her backward over his forearm and plowed his tongue into her mouth, his eyes flying open when Linda's joined his, brushing tentatively at first, then with more and more confidence.
He missed seeing the fire in her eyes when she was determined to prove him wrong. He missed the passion in her body when she was trying to show him what it was like to be loved by her. Dennis would give anything to feel that with her again, even if it was just for one fleeting, solitary moment. Just one quick taste of his woman again and he'd be complete.
"Rules, rules," she whimpered against his mouth.
"Linda," he said thickly, sampling her mouth with slow bites. "I want to kiss you for another ten hours straight, but I can't. A little more of that mouth and I'm going to come in my pants."
"Do it," she whispered in his ear, trying to wrap her legs around his hips. "I want you to."
Not for the first time in his life, Dennis wished he wasn't stubborn to the fucking bone. "No. Inside my wife or nowhere at all."
She took a deep breath. "Do you trust me?"
"Yes. Yes," he panted.
Linda splayed her hands on his chest and pushed. He allowed himself to stumble back a step, bringing the backs of his legs up against the edge of a dining room chair.
"Sit down, my love."
He was always the one to dominate, but that power had been taken out of his hands. All he could do was sit back, hips shifting, wincing over the discomfort trapped in his briefs. "Linda."
She pressed a finger to her lips. "Shhh. Trust me."
Linda started to strip, right there in their kitchen, like a fucking goddess, backlit only by the kitchen bulb. She cupped her bronze-tipped tits making slow and sensual movements. Then, she turned around and slowly peeled the yoga pants down her thighs. Dennis gripped himself through his sweatpants, massaging the stiffness, making it worse, with no way to stop.
Linda kicked aside her pants, coming toward him in nothing but a red triangle of fabric between her legs.
She stepped between Dennis's outstretched legs and gave him a slow, hypnotic kiss. His hands climbed over her hips and kneaded her tits, mouth swallowing her gasps.
"You own everything you're touching," she said, flickering her tongue against his.
"But I want to own you right now." Dennis's groan was full of pain, his right hand returning to squeeze the bulge between his thighs.
Keeping their mouths locked together, Linda straddled Dennis's legs and sat. His stance was so wide, however, it left her core spread open for him to see, the red thong stretching over her pussy, unable to cover all of it. Dennis had no choice but to yank down the waistband of his sweats and furiously jack himself off, the end already approaching.
There was no other outcome with his sexy-as-hell wife almost naked on his lap and purring at him like a cat.
"Are we breaking the rules?" he managed through clenched teeth, his chest heaving. "Say yes, baby."
Linda shook her head, a secret smile curving her lips. And then her fingers slipped down between her spread thighs to massage the soaked flesh beneath her panties. "I'm already so close, just from kissing you," she said unevenly. "Tell me when you're close."
Dennis threw back his head and roared at the ceiling. "Goddammit, I told you..."
"Yes, I heard you. Inside me or nowhere at all."
Her body started to tremble, her nipples turning to tight peaks. She scooted closer on his lap, the points of her nipples sliding through the sweat on his chest. "Remember the sophomore year of high school?" Linda murmured brokenly at his lips. "All those times in your bedroom when we were supposed to be studying."
"I haven't forgotten a single second I spent with you."
Tenderness flashed in her eyes before it was once again overrun with lust. "We'd only make it about fifteen minutes before you had my skirt off and you were rocking, grinding against me..."
He was losing it. Losing it. Hearing her reminisce about those sweaty afternoons was going to push him over the edge and there was nothing he could do about it. Fuck!
"We took it as far as we could without going all the way." Her eyelashes fluttered. "And we finally decided just the tip didn't count, didn't we?"
Dennis lunged forward off the chair, dropping to his knees, carrying Linda with him. No sooner had her back landed on the floor of their kitchen, Dennis nudged his wife's panties to one side and sank the head of his erection inside her pussy. Not driving it the entire damn way made him crazy, but the tight pressure of her entrance around his tip was incredible.
He groaned, knowing the end was coming fast.
"Keep playing with your clit. Do it. Get off with me."
"Yes," she whimpered two fingers busy rubbing her sensitive spot.
His tongue wanted to play with it so bad, he was salivating, but that would break the rules, wouldn't it? He didn't have a clue anymore. Just knew he was going to die if he didn't get relief.
"I'm coming, Dennis. Please. Yes."
Dennis gripped himself hard, feeling the release in his balls. He pushed his mouth up against his wife's ear and spoke through gritted teeth. "If I could play 'just the tip' with your virgin pussy for a fucking year, I can play the long game to get you back. And I'm getting you back. Don't you think for a second that I won't kill to make us right again?"
He swallowed the rising emotion in his throat and let the orgasm break over him. "I love you."
He kissed her neck while his body emptied of pressure. Linda did the same, shaking beneath him. Something was different this time. Something had changed. He looked into her eyes, holding contact, and for that moment, there wasn't a single mystery between them.
Dennis pressed a kiss to Linda's forehead and helped her sit up.
"Tell me you don't regret that." He cleared his throat. "Please?"
Linda shook her head. "I don't regret it..."
The timer on the stove went off.
"I owe you a date," he said, not wanting to hear the awkwardness in her tone. Wanting that conspiratorial tone back she'd had earlier when they were dancing. "I want to take you out on a date, Linda."
She was putting her T-shirt back. "When?"
"Tomorrow night." Dennis stood and pulled up his sweats, never taking his attention off of her. "I'll pick you up at six."
"I can do that." Her hands met at her waist, fingers tangling. Finally, she dropped them and crossed to the door.
"Thank you for all of this. The truck, the dinner, and the *cough* kissing..."
"You're welcome." She gave him a genuine smile. "It felt like going back in time." Her voice dropped to a whisper as she lifted onto her toes and laid a soft kiss on his mouth. "I missed you. I missed how we were. Just stay with me, okay?"
He cradled the back of her head and kissed her hard. "I'm not going anywhere."
Since the day Linda left him, Dennis had been asking her to come home. She had been hesitant, and while he knew they had problems, he'd thought she was being stubborn, unreasonable. But now, he finally admitted to himself that this weird therapy was exactly what they needed it.
CHAPTER 12
Linda was nervous. For a date with her own husband.
It had taken all her willpower to leave Dennis last night. Not because of his touch, although that alone was powerful enough. No, it was the effort. He was trying really hard.
It would have been so easy to stay the night. Move back in. Trust that everything would get better. But she knew there was so much more to work through.
She was fighting for the future they'd envisioned. She would stay true, she would wage a war for their survival as a couple.
A knock on her room door had Linda turning around, "Come in."
A smile shone on Laura's face. "You look hot in that dress."
"Why, thank you," Linda twisted her hips side to side. "I'm excited. It feels like a first date and I haven't had one of those since middle school."
The doorbell rang and she descended toward the front door. Amazing that she could get this nervous and excited about seeing her husband, but there it was. Dennis, dressed like he was playing to win, stared back.
"You look gorgeous, Linda, but no surprise there. You always look incredibly beautiful to me."
"You look handsome, too."
"Do you want to come in?"
"Sure."
Laura was staring at them like the cat who'd caught the canary. "Look at you two. You look like a couple of teenagers in love."
Linda looked so familiar and beautiful, he wanted to get on his knees and ask her forgiveness for being a selfish bastard. I'm sorry, my love.
"When is her curfew?" Dennis said, winking at Laura.
Laura just laughed.
"Ready to go?"
She nodded slowly and crossed to the passenger side. Dennis followed, opening the door for Linda and boosting her onto the seat.
"I have news about the Daycare. Grace McAllister called me. She found a place that is exactly what I'm looking for."
His wife's words caused Dennis a pang of guilt.
He had always known she wanted to open her business. From the time they were in high school, her dream had been front and center in conversations with him.
Instead of helping her to make her dream come true. He had spent his savings on a house. If he had talked to her more, or listened, he wouldn't have buried the importance of Linda fulfilling her dream.
"Dennis, are you okay?"
"Yeah," he rasped, avoiding her eyes. "Ready to go?"
He'd finally admitted to himself he'd let her dreams hang in limbo for so long. She'd been pining for something in secret while he'd worked toward an entirely different goal. All of which could have been avoided if he'd talked to his wife. Kept her close instead of at arm's length where she could never suspect he wasn't invincible.
"Dennis, what's wrong? I tried to show you my appreciation by cleaning your truck and making you dinner. And I thought we were getting somewhere... I tried to change."
"You weren't part of the problem in this marriage. Stop saying that."
"I was."
His jaw bunched and he shook his head.
"I let the years pass without trying to achieve my dream. I could have pursued it harder. This isn't your fault."
They reached the restaurant and grabbed their seats. She had been here before with Dennis. A long time ago. They gave their orders to the waiter.
"Do you want to show these kids how to dance?"
"I'd love to," she said breathlessly, finding it hard to speak. He took her hand and led her out onto the dance floor.
"Can you hold me tighter?" she whispered.
"I'll do anything you ask me to do," he said in a gravelly voice. "Except walk away."
He looked into her eyes, that contact holding, and for that moment, he was sure they were going to make it. Then, he remembered the Sword of Damocles hanging over his head and he wasn't certain anymore.
He needed to tell her about the house he'd bought and hidden from her.
CHAPTER 13
In the end, Dennis didn't tell her. Linda was having such a great time on their date that he didn't want to ruin her mood.
No, that was a lie. He had chickened out. He didn't want to lose his wife again so he kept his mouth closed.
He had to find a way to make it right. Then, an idea started forming in his mind. Dennis punched the number of the realtor he had used to buy the house.
"Hello, Grace? Dennis Harris... I'm fine thank you. Look, I want to put the house I bought back on the market? Priced to sell. And please, remember that Linda doesn't know about it."
"Why are you selling it, Dennis?"
"I know this afternoon you are going to show Linda a property that is perfect for her Daycare Center. I'm selling the house to help her achieve her dream. I'd like to make it a sell and buy operation."
"Dennis," Grace McAllister said cautiously. "You know I'll help you do whatever you think is right. But I'm going to be the voice of reason here. Just talk to Linda. Make the decision together."
Dennis shook his head. "You don't understand. I screwed up. I kept the house a secret for too long. If Linda knows about it we are not going to make it. I need to make things right. The Daycare Center was always her dream. I'm going to do anything in my power to make it happen."
* * * * *
Grace fumbled for the light switch, finally flipping it on and illuminating the large room. Linda looked around in amazement. The place was just perfect. She swallowed hard, rapidly blinking back the moisture that sprung to her eyes.
"I love it! Have you shown this property to anyone else?"
"Someone showed interested, although I have no current offers."
"How much are they asking?"
Grace scribbled a number on one of her cards that made Linda inwardly blanch.
"I see," Linda croaked. "I'm afraid that's out of my..."
"She'll take it," came a gruff voice at the front door.
Linda turned around to find her husband leaning against the wall, arms crossed.
"When did you get here?" Linda smiled at Dennis. "What do you mean by 'take it'? It's too much even if I use all our savings."
Dennis came closer.
"You want it?"
"Yes," she whispered, turning her back so they could have something that resembled a private conversation. "The place is perfect... but it's too expensive. Grace can find me another place within our budget. Or maybe the owner will come down on the price if it doesn't sell."
Dennis tipped her chin up. "Linda, look at me."
She searched his face, her heart racing faster at the amused tilt of his lips.
"I've got this. Okay? Go ahead with the operation."
Linda frowned. "You got this... exactly how, Dennis?"
Her husband was a careful planner to the extreme, if he told her they could afford the building, then she believed him.
"Do you have a secret stash of money or...?"
Linda looked into Dennis's face and saw guilt written all over his face. She realized with horror that her words had hit home. He DID have a secret account.
"Oh my God! Dennis, what's going on? Have you been hiding money from me?"
"What? No, nothing like that."
"What is it then? I need an explanation," she demanded, hands on her waist.
Grace looked at Dennis and said, "If you don't tell her, I will."
His conscience urged him to be honest. Lay everything out there. He heaved a long sigh and said, "I bought you a house."
CHAPTER 14
Linda looked at the house. Dennis was standing a few steps behind her. Afraid of saying anything else. They have driven there in complete silence. Dennis could see the wheels turning in his wife's head.
Wasn't it the ultimate kicker that she looked perfect surrounded by the old ivy-covered brick and wraparound porch? He'd pictured her in front of the house so many times, but his imagination hadn't done it justice.
"I'm sorry I didn't tell you, Linda. I put it back in the market to pay for the Daycare. That's what you wanted."
"No!" She stood, fists balled at her sides. "No, don't act like I had anything to do with this decision-making process. I didn't even know we owned a house or the money to buy one in the first place."
She looked at the house with tears in her eyes.
"It's beautiful! Damn you, Dennis!" She screamed in desperation.
He took a step forward, eagerly ready to comfort her, but she held up a trembling hand stopping him. "How long have we owned it?"
He hardened his jaw and didn't answer.
"Tell me."
"A year," he croaked, unable to look at her.
A sound of disbelief from Linda had him glancing back to find full-fledged betrayal on her beautiful face. She might as well have rammed a knife into his chest.
"I'm sorry I fucked up," he said raggedly, the apology like a last-ditch life preserver. "Once we started counseling I was afraid to tell you. I didn't want to remind you why you left."
She took several breaths with her eyes closed. "I need some time..."
Panic clobbered him. He extended his hand towards her. "No."
"I have to process this, you stupid silent idiot!" Linda burst out. "Goddammit, Dennis I'm so mad at you!"
"I know. Let's just sit down and talk about this."
"It feels like the last few weeks are tainted now. All this time, we were supposedly making progress, but we weren't. Not really."
Dennis dropped his head into his hands, his thumbs biting into his eye sockets. "I keep screwing things up." He banged a fist against the side of his head. "What's wrong with me? Please, Linda. I love you. I'm sorry."
"I love you, too," she whispered. "But the fact remains that you kept something so huge from me." She opened her mouth and then closed it, "I... I just don't know if I can get right with this.
"Why Dennis? I need to understand why you can't talk to me. Why you left your work in the mines and came back to me as a silent statue that barely acknowledged my presence."
He gulped, shivering, it was now or never.
"You have no idea what is like to be a mining engineer. Miners work 8- to 12-hour shifts, and engineers like me are usually underground for about half of that. And you have to be prepared. You can be just below surface and so cold that you have to wear a thick winter jacket. Or you can be 7,000 feet underground and so hot that you need an air conditioning system to cool the area off."
Dennis had a hard enough time admitting these things to himself. But there he stood with the woman of his dreams and their future hanging in the balance, so if a second chance meant opening wounds, so be it. He'd open every one of them.
"Do you know what is like trying to comfort a guy who had fractured the base of the skull knowing that standard procedure in this case was to call a priest and an ambulance, in that order? He was bleeding a green fluid from both ears and from his mouth. One day I was playing cards with that man, and the next I was holding his hand while he died.
"Once I had to crawl into a 1,200T rockfall to pass in food and other supplies to two guys that have been trapped for a week, hoping that will settle them down enough to stop screaming. Hoping that they don't ask about their workmate, whose body had been recovered 5 days before. I spent one hour inside the rockfall, thinking I was going to be crushed to death at any minute.
"However, the worst part is the way the stress starts messing with your mind. At some point, I couldn't take it anymore. So I quit. I had made enough money for the house anyway. That's was the only reason why I took the job. I wanted to surprise you. But when I came back I realized something was wrong with me... inside here, "Dennis tapped his temple. "So I did what I learned to do from my dad. Head down, work hard, and don't reveal a single chink in the armor. I had been taught to equate showing emotions with weakness. You knew my dad. He was like that too."
Linda was crying.
"Dennis, I never knew any of this. And I didn't because you never told me! Am I your wife, your equal partner, or what? There shouldn't be secrets between us. How long have you felt this way?"
"I was protecting you, Baby."
"Building a wall between us doesn't protect me! It isolates me! Don't you think I'd have wanted to help you to deal with what was happening to you? Look for help together? Fight your mental issues as a team?" Linda shook her head, "You have been making one-sided decisions and pushing me out of your life."
"My mind was messed up, Love, I pushed you away, and kept my defenses up so you couldn't see the price I had paid. I'm sorry. I'm truly sorry."



Fuck. Had he just said that out loud?
"I'd have loved to be there for you. But you didn't let me in because... because you have to keep your image of Dennis Almighty?"
Linda sat there trying to process everything that had happened, everything that Dennis had finally told her.
Her mind couldn't seem to hang on to any single thought for longer than a few seconds before it flew off like a flock of startled birds.
On one side, all the bad stuff bumped around. The last two years suffering in silence. Feeling unsupported, unloved. Her soul withering like a petal detached from its flower. Her dreams moving a little further and further out of reach.
On the other side, she considered all the progress they'd made. Not to mention all the revelations she'd had since she and Dennis had started counseling.
Could they have a successful union if he kept things from her? After everything they'd been through over the past few weeks, if he still couldn't be honest with her, what hope did they have as a couple in the future?
"I'm sorry, Dennis, I don't know if I can get past this. This is not how a marriage is supposed to work. I need time to process all this new information. Please don't call me till I'm ready to talk with you."
Like a man sentenced to death he stood there with his head down. He could only stand paralyzed as his wife walked away from him.
Again.
CHAPTER 15
Linda climbed into her car, punched Yaron's number, and asked him for an emergency session.
"You can come over right now," the therapist said. "I have an opening."
Anxiety turned over in her stomach as she entered the counselor's office.
"Linda. What an unexpected surprise," Yaron greeted her. "You seem agitated."
"Hello, Yaron, thank you for having me at such short notice. I need to talk with you about something that happened."
"Dennis isn't coming?"
"No."
He studied her expression for a few seconds. "I see,"
Linda fell onto the pillow and stared at the therapist, although she wasn't really seeing him.
"I discovered Dennis has been keeping things from me. He bought us a new house with money he'd been setting aside during his time working at the mines. He bought it a yearago... and never told me."
Yaron whistled through his teeth. "Oh boy."
"Yes." She threw her purse to the side. "Then, he put it back in the market to pay for the Daycare Center I want, trying to hide what he did from me."
A beat of silence passed. "To give you your dream. How do you feel about it?"
"How do you think I feel? I'm royally pissed at him. We can't go forward if he can't be honest with me. I just simply can't stay in a relationship where there is no communication."
"Why do you think he has had so much trouble communicating with you in these last two years?"
"He said his work in the mines messed with his mind. He said that he shut me down because he didn't want to look weak in front of me. His father was like that."
Yaron nodded, "I suspect that when Dennis returned, he was suffering some minor form of PTSD. Post-traumatic stress disorder, it's not uncommon in people who work stressful jobs."
"Is that the same thing that soldiers get when they go to war?"
"Yes, but there are different types. The symptoms include feeling detached from people, not being able to have positive emotions, problems paying attention or focusing... Sound familiar?"
Linda was lost in her thoughts now.
"He seems to be doing better since we started counseling."
"Yes, he does. Some people recover after a period of adjustment. I suspect at first, Dennis kept his defenses up to protect himself and protect you. He found a routine that allowed him to function and he never left it till you pushed him out of it."
"What am I going to do? I do love him, but this is too freaking much!"
Yaron sighed, "I've never seen two people who are more in love with each other than you two. Since the first session, I was sure you were going to make it. There wasn't a chance in hell that man was letting you go." He made a pause and added, "Dennis would stop a bullet for you. He loves you so much that he would give you his heart for your life."
Linda gave her therapist a bitter laugh, "He can give me his heart, but he can't open it up to me."
"I didn't see the secret house coming," Yaron admitted.
"That makes two of us."
Yaron gave Linda an understanding smile. "It wasn't right for him to keep the house from you, Linda. It wasn't right to shut you down." He started to hedge. "But..."
She turned her head. "But what?"
"Change within a person doesn't happen overnight. He has to work on it every single day. It's like exercising a muscle, the more you do it, the better you get. It gets easier if your significant other helps you and supports you," Yaron said, marking every word. "Dennis bought this house a year ago when communication had broken down between you two. It's reasonable for him to think revealing it now might cause the worst damage."
Linda chewed her lip and waited for the therapist to say more.
"Let's untangle this. The fear of losing you trumped honesty, in this case. Not an excuse, just a reality. And we've both learned that Dennis expresses his love and appreciation through deeds. Do you think there is anything Dennis could have said that would have made the secret house right?"
"No," she said quietly, aching to feel her husband's arms around her. "I would have never understood why he kept the house from me."
Those words settled in the room, but she kept her eyes closed.
Yaron shifted on the pillow, "Close your eyes. Let's put yourself in Dennis's shoes." Linda complied. "When you're upset, it is easy to focus on what your husband has done rather than why. So instead of listing all the hurtful things, step back and try to understand what is driving his behavior. Go to the moment your husband realized he could present you with your dream of the Daycare Center and avoid losing you again in one fell swoop. What do you think he's feeling?"
"Duty. He feels it's his responsibility to provide for me. Fear. He's afraid of losing me again if he comes clean. Love. He'd do anything in his power to make me happy," she whispered."
"You have the Daycare Center, Linda. What is Dennis's dream? What do his actions tell you about his life goal?"
Her heart pounded loudly in her ears. When was the last time she asked him that question? "Me. I'm his dream. He wants to make me happy. He worked a shitty stressful job for years to give me my dream house. He worked on it for a year, and then he was willing to sell it to help me to get a place for the Daycare Center. Everything he did was thinking of me."
"Exactly. He lives to makes you happy. Everything he did was looking for your happiness."
"Yes," she whispered in an uneven tone.
"Real love seeks one thing only: the good of the one loved. The other person's happiness is more important than your own."
"Wow," Linda exhaled. Emotion overflowed her. She felt the force of her husband's love surround her
She had been angry and now was not. She longed to respond.
An idea came to her, real and vivid. It was beautiful. So right that her blood started to flow at high speed, nearly propelling her off the pillow.
"I have to go make this right," she said, standing and reaching to kiss her therapist's cheek. "Thank you, Yaron. I was truly lost when I came here."
Before she could reach the door, his voice stopped her.
"Linda."
She glanced back over her shoulder. "Yes?"
"Good luck," he said, smiling.
"Thank you!" She rushed back into the room to hug the therapist, plans formulating in her head faster than she could catalog them.
Linda jogged from the therapist's office with purpose. And love. So much love for her stubborn, old-fashioned, complicated, sexy husband. She had a lot of things to do to pull off her plan.
CHAPTER 16
Dennis threw a right hook at the punching bag and listened to the satisfying rattle of the chains. A left jab came next, followed by a series of rapid punches. Sweat poured down his forehead and into his eyes, but he continued to punish the bag.
Finally, when his arms were spent, he stepped back and doubled over, his sides heaving with exertion.
When he could manage to stand up straight again. Two days had officially passed since Linda had walked away from him in front of their dream house. The more time slipped by, the less likely it was she could get right with his lie by omission.
The rage he'd been directing at the punching bag for the past hour was aimed at himself. There were no excuses to fuck up so spectacularly this time around, he had learned the tools to communicate with Linda and he hadn't used them.
He would have continued whaling on the bag indefinitely, but he heard an 'oof' and found Paul Olson wincing on the other side.
"I'm fine," Paul wheezed. "I should have known better than to walk behind the bag while you were trying to kill it."
"Time to hit the showers," said Paul. "We need you at the job site."
Dennis's right eye started to throb. "Said I was taking a few days off."
"Yeah," Paul said, tugging up his jeans and sniffing. "I need you and you owe me. Go clean yourself off and let's head out."
Dennis let out a long sigh and nodded.
"Come on," Paul said. "We need you to calculate loads on beams and columns. If you don't, we're looking at a two-week delay. Minimum."
All of this sounded ridiculous to Dennis, but his head was having a hard time making sense of basic math right now. His sense of responsibility poked him in the gut until he had no choice but to gift his friend with a curse and stomp toward the locker room to take a shower and change.
They rode in silence, Dennis on the passenger side of Paul's minivan. Dennis frowned when Paul took a turn to the right instead of going left toward the house they were renovating.
"Where are we going?"
Paul Olson scrubbed at the back of his neck, and, suspiciously, he seemed to be subduing a smile. "Shortcut?"
Something was up. Dennis faced front again, his muscles tightening up when Paul took another right turn toward the lake. Dennis knew this route so well, it was programmed into him.
"I don't want to go to the house I bought for Linda. That damn house probably cost me my marriage"
Paul reached over and patted his friend's shoulder. "I know. Trust me."
Beyond throwing himself out of a moving vehicle, he didn't have much choice.
Dennis barely registered the abundance of cars parked on the block because he was too busy remembering what happened the last time he was in that front yard.
Paul climbed out of the van and physically forced Dennis out onto the driveway. He grabbed his arm tightly giving him no choice but to walk toward the front door.
Paul pulled open the front door of the house, and Dennis was greeted by... applause?
All their friends were there, his boss Percy and his wife Laura with their little girl, Paul's wife Mary with their two daughters. He looked around and was greeted by the rest of his coworkers with their loved ones. Grace McAllister smiled at him. Her brother Steve was standing at her side with his wife, Diana. Even his therapist was there. He almost didn't recognize him because he was wearing a suit. His parents were also there in the back. What was going on?
White cloths were draped across the ceilings, wrapped in tiny lights. There were flowers everywhere. Music played softly. He continued to search the sea of faces for the only one he needed to see. The only one he needed to see every single day of his life. He couldn't find her, though.
Paul grabbed his arm again and led him to an empty room. "We need to change."
A suit for Paul and tux for Dennis were resting on a couple of chairs.
"Paul, what's going on?"
"Shut up and change into the tux," his friend said and winked at Dennis.
Dennis walked out of the room and a figure appeared at the end of the hallway that led to the backyard. Backlit by the afternoon sunshine, her figure was shadowed at first. She walked slowly into the room.
Dennis stumbled back and covered his face with a hand. Linda was wearing a wedding dress.
The same dress she had worn when they had married at the courthouse. He could only stare, taking in every beautiful detail. Her hair was up and clipped with something shiny; the skin of her face and bare shoulders glowed beneath the strings of lights. In her hand, she held a blue bouquet that, he realized after a glance down, matched a boutonniere that had been pinned to his tux. And she was smiling at him.
Linda's father stepped out of the crowd and guided Linda toward him, the music began to swell. He could barely tear his eyes off her long enough to notice a man holding a Bible beside him.
This was a wedding.
He wasn't dreaming. This was real.
What had he done to deserve this?
He wanted to ask his wife, but when she stopped in front of him, he choked with emotion, and he was only capable of asking her with his misty eyes.
Linda handed her bouquet to a nearby Laura and swiped at the tears in her own eyes. Then she took his hands, squeezing them tight.
"Linda," he rasped.
"Dennis," she said, taking a deep breath. "First of all, I'm sorry for doing this to you. I know you don't do surprises and here I am in a wedding dress." Laughter rippled through the room. "But you..." She stepped closer. "You love me fiercely and quietly, you always have, and you've started loving me out loud these last few weeks. Instead of letting one mistake detract from that, we're going to trample right over it, okay? I'm going to love you out loud, too. And since you need actions, here I am. I'm marrying you again in front of everyone in this house where we'll grow old."
"No, if we don't sell the house you can't fulfill your dream," he managed, reeling from the affection shining from his wife's eyes. "You need the money. You're not losing the Daycare place now."
"Actually, I won't." She smiled so beautifully, his whole body ached with the need to hold her and never let her go. "When Grace told everyone what had happened, people started to offer their help. She created a GoFundMe and the response has been pretty amazing. It seems there are a lot of people with toddlers in Middletown who think a Daycare Center is a wonderful idea."
She blushed adorably. "When the owner of the place knew that I planned to open a Daycare Center, he agreed to a lease with an option to buy. I'd have never guessed that Marcus Carter had a soft spot for kids."
Linda laughed while Dennis tried his damndest to absorb the information.
"By the way, I quit my job at McDonald's."
"It was about time."
They both laughed.
"We don't love each other the easy way, Dennis, but our hearts are in the right place every single time." The lights caught the sheen in her eyes. "The words will come from you; the deeds will come from me. I trust that. And if we screw things up we have Yaron to help us with some weird and wonderful homework."
Dennis and Linda smiled at their peculiar therapist making him blush.
"What we have between us is real and it's big and sometimes the magnitude of it creates flaws. I'm accepting those flaws because they mean I get to love the most wonderful man I know."
"I love you so much, Linda," Dennis said fighting back the tears and losing the battle relentlessly down his face. "Thank you for loving a flawed man."
She kissed his palm. "Thank you for loving a flawed woman."
"Flawed?" He swallowed hard and stepped closer to Linda.
"Agree to disagree," she said with a smile.
Forcing himself to stop staring at his bride, Dennis threw a look at the pastor. "Please make this official before she changes her mind."
Everyone laughed.
Then they celebrated.
Late that night, Linda and Dennis camped on the living room floor in sleeping bags, making love again and making plans for their future home until the sun came up.
EPILOGUE
This was really happening. Linda stared at the parents leaving their young kids at her Daycare. It looked like every married couple with children in Middletown had enrolled their children in Linda's Center.
Dennis was standing behind her, smiling, supporting her on her first day. God, she loved the man she'd married. Twice.
In the last weeks, life had been hectic, to say the least. Starting a new business and moving houses was something they'd just about managed, thanks to the love and support from their friends.
Sometimes Linda stood in her new kitchen and felt as if they'd been living in this house all their lives. The walls hugged them close, sighed as they fell asleep, and greeted them like open arms in the mornings. It was heaven. At night, Dennis and Linda sat wrapped in blankets on the porch and made plans. How they would build a custom pergola. The parties they would host, and the children that would fill the empty rooms.
Dennis had always been the man of her dreams, and he was trying hard to change and learn how to express himself. Linda was doing the same, having learned what made Dennis feel loved. It was as if they'd been living in the same house speaking different dialects. Now they used their love languages to translate affection into something each could understand.
Linda would like to say it was easy but honestly, it wasn't. She had thought that everything would fall into place after they got married again and moved into the new house. But of course, it didn't. Yaron stressed that there were no magical solutions or quick fixes, so they continued facing their problems and learning the tools to sort them out.
On one of their sessions, Yaron said something that got stuck in Linda's mind. She put the quote in a framed picture and hung it above the mantelpiece.
"The couples that are meant to be are the ones who go through everything that is meant to tear them apart and come out even stronger than before."
THE END
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CHAPTER 1
A text message pinged on Melissa's phone, she clicked on the link included without thinking. She didn't bother reading the content of the text knowing it was from her younger sister and assistant, Lindsey.
Usually, her sister sent her links about charity events she could attend, rumors about a new movie, or news from their parents. From time to time, she sent her funny videos to make her laugh.
This link, however, had nothing to do with any of this. When Mel read the headline, her heart stopped.
The video appeared grainy at first as the cell phone camera adjusted to the dim lighting in the club. Her current boyfriend, Brandon Allen, was smiling at the camera. An overly busty blonde sauntered into view, showing more skin than clothes, dancing seductively as she made her way toward him. He reached for her waist and pulled her onto his lap. She straddled him, her legs wrapping around his very private area in very plain sight.
Her brain screamed at her to stop watching. Something inside begged her to look away, turn it off, throw her smartphone across the room, but she couldn't. It was obviously bad enough for Lindsey to send it to her, so she had to keep watching. No matter how much it was going to hurt.
The blonde's skirt rode up, revealing her bare ass, and Brandon's hands were suddenly there, squeezing it, slapping it, lifting her skirt higher. Then he fisted a handful of her hair, and yanked her head back, causing the rest of her hair to spill provocatively behind her. His lips pressed against her neck as he licked his way up to her mouth. She laughed, and then he kissed her. It was a mess of tongues and body parts grinding, with hands roaming in places hands shouldn't be roaming in public.
She had seen more than enough, so she stopped the video and tried to remind herself that she didn't love Brandon. Their relationship was mostly a publicity stunt trying to revive their careers. They had been part of a very successful show in the past, Teenage Dreams, and their characters got together in the show finale.
Mel played the part of a small-town girl who moved to the big city. Her character was well-liked by the fans. Even now, three years after the final episode, she was still popular even when she hadn't been able to land a good role, mainly because she couldn't shake off her girl-next-door image. She starred in several made-for-television romantic comedies. The movies were sappy an unrealistic but they helped to keep her career alive.
Pushing off from the couch, she walked to the hotel window and glanced down toward the street, noticing the swarm of paparazzi already beginning to form.
They were quick. Like sharks smelling blood.
This wasn't the first time claims of infidelity like this had been leveled against her ex-co-star boyfriend, Brandon Allen, but it was the first time evidence of his cheating leaked to the media.
Falling back on the couch, she tried to unsee what she had just watched. She couldn't believe Brandon was so blatant and stupid. He was probably high on those darn pills.
It was kind of ironic because she had done the same thing to her high school boyfriend. It was just her karma returning to bite her in the ass.
Melissa had been his best friend, and his girlfriend until she cheated on him destroying all the dreams they had.
She wondered what her old boyfriend, Spencer, thought when he read the news. Did he laugh and thought what happened to her was poetic justice? Did he still care about her?
Melissa was pretty sure Spencer still hated her. She hated herself for what she did to him. The last time she checked on him, he was still single. Probably too bitter about what had happened between them to trust his heart to another woman.
Staring down at her cell phone, she scanned the various tabloid headlines being sent to her nonstop from her sister, her agent, her manager, and her publicist.
"Brandon Allen Cheats on America's Sweetheart with Stripper!"
"Brandon Allen Caught in Cheating Scandal with silicone blonde!"
"Not the First Time Brandon Cheats on Mel -- Read the whole story on pages two to five!"
Then her phone rang. It was her sister's ringtone.
"What now, Linds? Brandon had an affair with the Golden Bears Cheerleaders?"
"Mel, that's not important now. I just got a voice mail from Mom. I just send it to you. You should listen to it." Her sister's voice sounded like she was crying.
Mel found and played the voicemail with shaking hands.
"Lindy, this is your mother. There is no easy way to say this, but... your father is dead. The doctor said he had a heart attack. He said he didn't suffer..." For a couple of minutes, all she could hear was her mother sobbing. "Please, Lindsey, I need you and Milly to come home. I need both of you with me."
CHAPTER 2
When Spencer heard the news about his ex-girlfriend, Melissa being cheated by her boyfriend, he couldn't help but smile.
"Now she knows how it feels to be cheated on," he thought. "Karma caught up with her."
Reaching out, Spencer picked up a nice chunk of cherry, a mature piece with good grain showing. The hunk of wood was irregular, but turning it over, he could almost imagine the tall, delicately fluted bowl inside, just waiting for him to rasp away the surrounding wood and let its true beauty emerge.
He fitted the piece into his lathe, got it spinning, and began gently, carefully cutting away pieces of the wooden block using a heavy chisel. As his hands moved over the spinning, tumbling block of wood, his mind wandered back in time.
Spencer and Melissa had grown up together. They were childhood sweethearts. By high school, they had decided that they wanted to marry one another. They were going to have their happily ever after.
When they finished high school, Spencer headed off to Portland to major in business administration as they have talked. But Melissa didn't follow the plan. She was determined to pursue her dream of becoming an actress. She had been an enthusiastic member of the theater group in high school, but Spencer never thought she was serious about acting. He always thought Melissa's interest in acting was just a hobby like his leisure activity was working with wood.
Her decision to go to California took Spencer by surprise.
"What happens with our plan, Mel? What about our dreams?"
"I'm still going to marry you, Spence. It'll just take a bit more time. I need you to do this for me. Acting has always been my passion."
"What about US?" he emphasized the last word. "You know pretty well that the vast majority of long-distance relationships are doomed to fail."
She wrapped her arms around his neck, kissed him long and hard, and said, "We are not like the vast majority of people, Spence. What we have is real. We'll make it work."
They argued back and forth, till Spencer realized that his girlfriend's mind was already made.
He went to college as planned and Melissa went to California to pursue her dream.
At first, they texted back and forth every day, and they talked on Skype. After the first six months, Spencer started to think that maybe, they would have a chance as a couple after all. He started to make plans to visit her during the summer vacation.
Then, one of his mates dropped a bomb on him.
"You should check Brandon Allen's Facebook page, Spence," he advised him.
"Why? I'm not into teen actors. Specially jerks like him."
"Well, apparently, Mel is dating him," his friend said and watched as the realization slowly took over. "It's all over his Facebook page."
His friend just placed a hand on Spencer's shoulder, and mumbled, "Sorry, Man."
That was something in his friend's voice that made him shiver. Spencer looked for Brandon Allen's page and checked the photos.
Then his world exploded in a rush of searing pain.
There were several photos of Melissa with Brandon. The fucker had written things like, "Me and my new girlfriend/co-star of my upcoming TV show."
They were smiling at the camera, holding hands, cuddling, and kissing. In some photos, she was sitting on his lap. Their smiles were wide and reached their eyes. She looked happy, like real damn happy. They looked the same way Mel and Spence looked when they were together.
Tears burned in Spencer's eyes. His heart was beating with painful violence. "What a fucking joke."
His hands were shaking when he called Melissa.
"How come we broke up and I didn't get the notification?" he growled.
"Spence? What are you talking about?" Melissa stuttered.
"I'm talking about you and that fucker, Brandon Allen being a couple. Pictures of you two making out and looking madly in love are all over the Internet. Congratulations, you are finally famous," he said with all the sarcasm he could muster.
There was silence for a few seconds.
"Spencer, I can explain... It's not what it looks like," her words came out almost a croak. "This is a great opportunity. It's the breakthrough in my career I've been looking for all these months. Brandon and I meet in a club. He's very well connected in the business. He was a child actor. He knows people and he offered to help me. There is this new show coming out. He says it's going to be a huge success. I would be crazy to let an opportunity like this pass. He's going to help me with my audition. That's all. I don't love him, I love you."
"I'm afraid to ask but, what did you have to do for this fucker in exchange for his help? A blow job? A roll in the hay?"
For a few seconds, Mel's only answer was silence.
"Congratulations, you just graduated as a Hollywood whore."
Finally, she said in a shaky voice, "I'm sorry, Spence. It has nothing to do with you. I did what was necessary to achieve my dream."
"I thought our life together was your dream. It certainly was mine."
"It is. I'm sorry, Spence. Please try to understand..."
Spencer drew in a deep breath as his sudden anger about this blindsided him. "No, you're not sorry. You don't love me either. You can't love me and do what you did. What did I ever do to you to make you hurt me like this? After all these years I think I deserve a bit more respect from you. I hope your career is worth what it cost you. I'd wish you luck but I'd be lying. Fuck you!"
When Spencer went back to Middletown for Christmas vacation, he told everyone that he and Melissa had broken up, but he kept the real reason to himself. Mel's parents were good people and didn't deserve the pain of knowing their daughter had become a slut. Luckily, they were not much into social media.
"We drifted apart. Keeping a long-distance relationship was harder than I thought it would be."
Of course, both sets of parents suspected that there was more than what he was saying, but they didn't press Spencer for the truth.
Lindsey, who was still in high school at that time, knew the truth behind their breakup. "Mel cheated on you, right? She started dating Brandon without breaking up with you, right?"
Spencer gulped and nodded unable to say anything. The pain was still too raw.
"It sounds like my sister. She always wanted it all."
Lindsey hugged him tight and Spencer clung to her as though she were the only thing he had left in the world. Her hug reached into the deepest part of his soul like a soothing balm.
Spencer never forgot that moment.
Every holiday, every vacation from college, Lindsey was there for him and helped him in more ways than she probably even knew.
When Lindsey finished high school and announced that she was leaving for California to work for her sister, Spencer's heart broke again.
He didn't blame Lindsey for leaving. They were only friends, after all. "Just be safe, please," were his parting words.
They kept their friendship over the years through letters, emails, and Christmas and Birthday cards. Lindsey was careful not to mention her famous sister more than necessary.
The smell of sawdust brought him back to the present. He loved working with wood, ever since he was a kid. Standing in the workshop that he'd created in the large shed in his backyard, surrounded by hunks of wood and various machines and tools, Spencer felt the last bit of anxiety fade away.
CHAPTER 3
Lindsey was standing at her sister's side looking as shocked as Melissa was.
Their father was dead. Gone.
Lindsey was nothing like her sister in appearance or personality. Lindsey had always been the courageous and dedicated one. She was very down to earth, and rather shy.
The news of their father's death was too much for them to bear. They had to go back to Middletown, but they didn't want the paparazzi to see Mel in tears and come to the wrong conclusion, that she was crying for that asshole's betrayal.
Melissa held the phone in her hand thinking about all the things she had sacrificed to achieve her dream. She didn't regret it, she couldn't. But she did regret not being there when her father died.
When Melissa left Middletown she was only a naïve eighteen years old girl with a dream. She was lucky, Brandon helped her to get a role in a teen drama series called Teenage Dreams which became one of the Network's top shows. The show ran for six seasons and Melissa Carpenter, who had changed her name to Mel Dawn, became a starlet.
As soon as her younger sister, Lindsey, was eighteen, Melissa called her and offered her a job as her personal assistant. Lindsey imagined herself meeting celebrities and walking down the red carpet. Life in Hollywood sounded glamorous and exciting.
Lindsey pondered her options before deciding to give up college and take the job. Her parents were supportive, even when they thought she was making a huge mistake.
Lindsey didn't want to leave Spencer, but she knew nothing could happen between them. For one, he was still in college, but most importantly, her sister was still in love with him.
In her calls and emails to Lindsey, Melissa made it clear that her feelings for Spencer were still strong.
Lindsey soon discovered that working as her sister's assistant was an exhausting, stressful job, that demanded long hours of hard work and attending a lot of boring social events.
Her job included a series of tasks such as make and receive phone calls, send emails, write letters, and post social media updates on behalf of Melissa. She researched the paparazzi that normally trailed her and requested their criminal records to ensure she was safe. She ordered and sent gifts to Melissa's family, friends, and professional acquaintances. It was like being a juggler most of the time. She made a lot of mistakes at first, but very quickly learned the job and got better with practice.
It wasn't her dream job, but it paid well.
"Mel, we are going back to Middletown, right? We can't leave Mom alone," Lindsey begged her sister with tears in her eyes.
"Of course, we are going back to town! We need to be there for Mom," Mel replied. She wiped the tears from her own eyes and said, "Book a private jet to Portland. The sooner the better. Have a rental car waiting for us at the airport to drive us to Middletown. Use one of my aliases. I don't want reporters tracking me down. Cancel all my appointments for the next two weeks."
Lindsey went through her tablet.
"You have a shooting this week and a charity event," Lindsey informed her sister. "We can reschedule the shooting, but you wanted to assist this event to meet Malcolm Merton, the famous director."
Mel shrugged. "Call Cassandra, my fellow actress from Teenage Dreams. She always liked you. Are you still in touch with her?"
Cassandra Clemens was the closest thing to a friend that Lindsey had. She was closer to her than to her own sister.
"Yes, we text and talk on the phone on a regular basis. She's going to get married to Alan and she asked me to be one of her bridesmaids."
"Okay, tell her I owe her one."
Lindsey nodded and grabbed her phone to start making the calls.
Melissa was happy with Lindsey's work. Her younger sister was very reserved and she was sure she would never speak of private matters such as personal meetings, sexual exploits, or the times she had to send someone to fetch her because she was wasted.
For as far back as she could remember, Lindsey had been invisible. She had always lived under the shadow of her sister, a sister who was not only older but more assertive, more beautiful, and more intelligent.
Lindsey didn't mind being in the shadows. She wasn't made for the spotlight. She was invisible to almost everyone. Especially men. Completely and utterly invisible. It couldn't be helped being around Melissa. She attracted all the male attention.
Why would anyone pay attention to the ordinary-looking Lindsey standing beside and a little behind the beautiful, and charismatic Mel Dawn?
Most of the time, Lindsey was standing in a corner, watching her sister flirting with everyone who could help her in her career.
Lindsey was the kind of woman whom men only saw when they need to reach her sister, the girl that no one noticed until she was needed.
She could blame them. She wasn't what most people would classify as beautiful. Her face was a bit round, and her eyes sparkled with kindness. Her outfits were very simple and professional. She usually looked pale, and tired with big circles under her eyes.
She would have loved that a man could see her as a woman for a change. But that wasn't going to happen.
CHAPTER 4
During the drive to Middletown, Melissa's mind couldn't help but go back to a time when life was simpler and slower than it was now. A time when she and Spencer were madly in love.
They hadn't talked in almost ten years. She was too ashamed of herself to try to contact him. Besides, what could she have said to justify what she did?
The night Melissa went to bed with Brandon, she felt she had sold a piece of her soul to achieve fame.
The driver slowed down as they made their way through town. The streets were empty. It was still early in the morning.
"We're home," Mel announced looking through the car's window. "The weather is colder than I remember."
Lindsey opened her eyes and stretched at her side.
Home, Melissa thought. What a strange word. All during her career, she had lived in hotels. They were easy, peaceful with top-notch security. She had someone that did her grocery shopping and laundry. When something broke, someone was there to fix it and her guests were screened.
It had been four years since Melissa and Lindsey had been in town for Thanksgiving. That was the last time they saw their father.
Everything was quiet. No car horns or traffic jams. The car turned left, turned right, and suddenly, they ended up on the street both sisters grew up on. The driver stopped in front of their childhood home, one light was on outside and one inside. Her mother was already awake.
A flood of emotions filled both sisters' hearts.
Mel looked at her parents' house and imagined that Spencer and she would be living in a house like this by now. They would have one or two kids. They would be madly in love and happy. Melissa had no doubts about that.
Did she make the right choice? Was her career worth shattering their dreams?
She needed to see Spencer. It was time for a long-delayed talk between them.
Melissa didn't want to get out of the car. It was like accepting the inevitable. She knew nothing would bring back her father, but maybe she could prolong it just a little bit longer. Lindsey paid the driver and waited patiently at her side.
"Milly, Lindy, you are here," both girls jumped at her mother's voice that snuck upon them. Her mother was staring at them, standing by the passenger side of the car.



"Yes, Mom, it's us," Mel said, getting out of the car and walking around to where her mother was standing.
"I'm happy you're home. Thanks for coming girls. I wasn't sure you would."
"Of course we were coming, Mom! Didn't Lindsey tell you we were on our way?" Melissa looked at her sister fighting back the tears.
"Yes, she did. I talk with Lindsey more than I talk with you. You never seem to have time for your mother. When was the last time you visited us? It was two, three years ago?"
"Four," said Lindsey, standing, as usual, a few steps behind her sister.
Her mother's words caused Melissa a pang of guilt.
"I'm sorry, Mom. You know I lead a busy life," her words sounded like a weak excuse even to herself. "I offered you and Dad to come to live with us."
"And do what, Milly? Our life is here in Middletown. All our friends are here. We could never live in a big city. Please, give me a hug, girls. I need you so badly."
Both girls hugged their mother and they cried together on each other's shoulders. Once the floodgates opened, they cried more than they could ever remember crying in their whole life.
"He's gone girls. Your father is gone. What am I going to do now without him?" their mother exclaimed between sobs. "I can't believe he's really gone. It just doesn't seem real."
"Let's go inside, Mom," said Lindsey wrapping her arm around her mother's shoulders. "We can make tea and talk about the service."
Some hours ago, Melissa's life had been about reading scripts for her next movie and attending social events to hang with the right people.
Some hours ago, she was Mel Dawn, the famous actress.
Now, she was again Melissa Carpenter, daughter of Evelyn and Morgan. And the girl who cheated on her boyfriend.
Minutes later, they were all sitting at the kitchen table. Evelyn lowered her cup without taking a drink. "I keep thinking your father is going to walk through the front door at any minute. I have to keep reminding myself that he's never going to walk through that door again." The girls' mother swallowed hard and turned her attention to the garden beyond the window. She looked sad and tired and so very small. "What am I going to do without him?"
None of her daughters had an answer for that question so they just hugged their mother tight and cried in her shoulders letting go of the pain again.
"Things are not going to be the same without your father," the girls' mother said letting out of deep sigh, and left the room, leaving Melissa and Lindsey surrounded by nothing but memories.
CHAPTER 5
During the service, the three women cried so hard their eyes hurt. Melissa and Lindsey were heartbroken. Her father had encouraged his daughters to pursue every dream they ever had, and none of them got a chance to say goodbye to him, or tell him one last time how much they loved him.
The funeral procession drove through the town. Melissa's mother played with her wedding ring all the way to the graveside service. Mel looked down at her bare finger and wondered if someone who really loved her would slip a ring on it.
She didn't lack proposals. Brandon Allen himself had proposed to her when the show ended, looking for an obvious publicity stunt. In the last episode, their characters got married. She rejected him, of course. He was far from being the man of her dreams.
Even so, they had an on-and-off relationship through the years.
Lindsey was doing her best to hide her grief over her father's death and keep Mel's local fans out of the way. She realized that the decision of leaving Mel's bodyguard behind wasn't the best idea.
When they pulled into the cemetery, some people had already gathered. Melissa tried not to look around for Spencer when she got out of the car, but even so, her eyes wandered.
She spotted him easily. He was seated with his own parents in the second row of chairs. He looked back at her with an expression on his face she couldn't read.
Every time Melissa recalled what she had done to Spencer, she could hardly breathe past the pain and guilt slashing her heart.
She gulped and reminded herself that she was there for her mother, not her old boyfriend.
Spencer recognized Melissa immediately even when it had been almost ten years since he'd last seen her. She was hard to miss with the group of idiots circling her like sharks. Head down, dressed in black, wearing sunglasses. She looked different, mature, and womanly. Somehow when he pictured her in his head, she'd remained eighteen and innocently sweet.
Spencer's mind wandered back to the night he discovered Mel had cheated on him. The year that followed was one of the hardest he had ever had. Pain was his love, and hurt became his best friend.
Lindsey was sitting at her side, holding her mother's hand. She was doing her best to comfort her. Spencer couldn't help but admire her strength. She was all grown up too and she looked cuter than he remembered. When Lindsey peered in his direction and their gazes locked, she gave him a shy smile. He waved at her.
He felt a crazy twinge of hope in his chest. He hadn't felt it in so long, it was slightly shocking that it had reappeared with only a simple glance.
He shook the memory from his thoughts and focused on the people around him.
Paul Olson and his wife Mary were sitting at Spencer's side with their two daughters, Maggie and Sabrina.
"Mom, why are all those men bothering that girl?" Sabrina, the older daughter, asked her mom.
Spencer couldn't help but look over at Melissa again. A group of males was clustered around her like flies about a honey pot. Lindsey was having a hard time keeping them away until Bert Thomas, the local sheriff, came to her aid.
"She's a famous actress. I guess they want her autograph," was her mother's explanation.
"Well, that's dumb. If I was famous and my dad died I wouldn't want to give out autographs. I would like to be left alone."
"I bet Melissa is thinking the same thing, Sabrina," her mother said.
CHAPTER 6
Melissa, Lindsey, and her mother went back to the family residence for the wake.
As Lindsey greeted people who came to pay their respects, she asked everyone not to bombard Melissa with questions or ask for autographs or photos. Even now, despite her own pain, she was putting her job and her sister before herself. Most of the people respected her wishes and gave her space.
They were well into the gathering after the funeral when Spencer and his parents walked into the house to pay his respects.
Mel was sitting at her mother's side doing her best to comfort her.
Spencer approached them, hugged Lindsey, and said, "It's good to see you again, Linds. I'm truly sorry for your loss."
Lindsey accepted his condolences with trembling lips and downcast eyes.
"Nobody could match your dad for making people feel special. I'll always remember being the smallest kid on the peewee baseball team he coached, but feeling big, because he made me team captain, Linds," Spencer said.
Then, Spencer hugged Melissa's mother and kissed her on the cheek.
"Such a tragedy what happened to Morgan, Evelyn. He was such a wonderful man. Call me if you need anything. I'll always be there for you."
"She'll be fine. I'll make sure of it," Melissa added a bit annoyed Spencer was ignoring her.
"I suppose with all your Hollywood money you can step up and take care of a lot of things. For the rest, she'll have me," Spencer's voice was as cold as liquid nitrogen."
Evelyn let pass her daughter's rude comment and gave Spencer a soft smile. "I know, Spence. Morgan loved you as a son, you know that. You were very important in his life, you must feel as much pain as I do at his death."
Finally, Spencer faced Melissa and squinted his eyes at her. "Sorry for your loss, Ms. Carpenter. Your father was a great man. He will be missed." Then he extended his hand.
Melissa stiffened at 'miss'. In fact, she hated it. She shook Spencer's hand looking at him through her shades.
He turned around and walked away.
Lindsey could tell Melissa was hurt from Spencer's cold treatment. She knew what every one of her sister's facial features meant. Lindsey knew her sister was dying to have a talk with Spencer and rekindle their lost love. All these years, every time one of her Hollywood romances failed, Mel talked about Spencer, thinking about the 'what if's'.
"We were able to keep Dad's death out of the press for now," Lindsey whispered into her sister's ear. "I think we can keep Middletown out of the media circus and buy us some free time with Mom."
Melissa just nodded, her eyes still fixed on Spencer who was standing across the room.
"You need to talk with Janice Cooper. She is the editor of The Middletown Gazette. Make sure that 'The Queen of Mean' doesn't mention me when she writes our father's obituary," Melissa said to her sister.
Lindsey nodded, "I haven't heard that name since I was in high school."
Melissa grimaced, "I've been told she is still the same bitch she was in the past. Promise her an exclusive interview if she leaves me out of the news."
Paul Olson's family approached to pay their respects. Sabrina looked at Melissa and said, "Can I ask you a question?"
"Sabrina, this is not the moment," her father warned his daughter.
"It's alright," Melissa smiled and bent down so that she was level with the girl.
"Are these guys who follow you everywhere your friends?"
Melissa couldn't help but laugh. Sabrina's mother opened her mouth to tell her daughter to leave the poor woman alone, but Mel stopped her with a gesture of her hand. She looked at the guys around her and grimaced.
"No, I don't know them. They follow me because I work on TV and I'm famous. Are they friends of yours?"
Sabrina looked at the group and shook her head. Then she turned around and pointed to Spencer. "He is my friend. He makes wooden furniture. We have a table that he built for us. Now, Mom is pushing Dad to buy the chairs. Do you know Spencer?"
The look on Melissa's face was so uncomfortable that Lindsey felt sorry for her. "We used to be friends a long time ago," Mel answered with a sigh.
Melissa raised her eyes to look at Spencer, her face full of remorse.
Lindsey took Sabrina's hand and told her, "Why don't we go to say hi to Spencer?"
Lindsey and Sabrina walked hand in hand to the corner of the room where Spencer was standing, chatting with a group of people. Sabrina, Lindsey, and Spencer made small talk for a while and then, Sabrina went back to her family and Lindsey asked Spencer if they could talk outside.
They sat down on a bench on the porch. Spencer could confirm that Lindsey had grown up into a beautiful young woman. She was not as beautiful as her sister, but certainly pretty in her own right.
"How have things been, Lindsey? I hope Hollywood treats you well."
"Things have been great for us. Mel's been busy with interviews, social events, photoshoots, and she's reading some scripts for her next movie."
"I didn't ask you about your sister, I asked about you," Spencer corrected her softly.
"I'm fine," Lindsey could go on for hours talking about Mel, but when it came to talking about herself, she was fond of two-word sentences. "Well, till Mom called us..." she gulped hard. Spencer nodded, placing his hand on hers and squeezed it gently.
"I'm sorry about your Dad. I'm here for you if you need me. I don't forget you were there for me when your sister betrayed me. It meant a lot to me." He placed his hand under her chin and lift to meet her eyes. "Now tell me the truth. You don't need to hide from me."
Lindsey shrugged. "Dad's death came as a shock. He was still young. I'm worried about Mom. Mel was pretty shaken by the news too. We're hoping the news doesn't filter out to the press so we can mourn in peace. But other than that I'm as well as I can be."
"Always thinking of the others before yourself," Spencer mumbled giving Lindsey a soft smile.
As answer, Lindsey just shrugged.
"When was the last time you had some time off. Even now, instead of grieving the loss of your dad, you're still doing your job keeping those idiots away from your sister."
She waved his concerns aside. "I hardly notice what I'm doing. After all these years it comes naturally to take care of her."
"I missed you, Lindy."
"I missed you too, Spence. You know, ever since I left Middletown, I had always felt something was missing. It took me months to figure that out. But now I know that I missed you. Your friendship is very important to me."
"To me too. You helped me to heal from my broken heart."
"Mel still cares about you, you know," Lindsey said in a low voice bringing her sister again to the conversation.
Spencer snorted, "Yeah, right. Caring for me didn't stop her from cheating with that weasel. Tell her she can come to pick up the knife she left stuck in my back."
Lindsey flashed Spencer a sympathetic smile. "Sometimes when she's down and drinks a bit too much, she talks about you... about the old days here in Middletown before she was famous."
"Strange considering she couldn't get out of town fast enough to fall into the arms of Brandon Shithead."
Lindsey laughed at that. Brandon wasn't her favorite person either. He was an arrogant bastard. Almost as many people hated him as loved him. That was probably the reason why he always played the bad boy role.
"Mel never failed to send you a card for your birthday or Christmas. You always returned them unopened."
"Because, I knew it was you who was sending them, Linds. That's why I always answered your cards and not hers."
"Even a 'thank you' card would have meant the world to her."
"I didn't mean to be rude. I just didn't want to give Mel the impression that I wanted to open lines of communication with her. You know we were done the moment she went to bed with Shithead. You know how much it hurt me. You were still in town when it happened. You were there for me."
Lindsey moved her head up and down, "Cheating is inexcusable, Spence. But there were extenuating circumstances. She was a small-town girl, alone in the big city. She was easy prey. I understood things better when I went to work for her and knew firsthand what the business is like."
"Sound like a load of bullcrap to me, Linds. If your love someone, you don't cheat on him. Period."
"She never told anyone about you to protect you from the press."
Spencer chuckled, "To protect me or herself? 'Small town girl falls in love with famous actor' sounds much better than 'Small town girl cheats on her hometown boyfriend with a famous teen actor.'"
Lindsey realized that Spencer still carried the scars of what Mel did to him.
"Tell me, Lindsey, how many relationships did Melissa have during the last ten years?"
Lindsey pressed her lips together and muttered, "Not as many as the tabloids report..."
"But certainly more than her fair share," Spencer pressed.
"She never had a long-term relationship..."
"Except with Shithead. I heard the news about him cheating on her," Spencer interrupted her.
"Brandon and Mel have had an on-and-off relationship since the show's first season. Nothing serious. She doesn't love him. You need to talk with her, Spencer. Get some closure."
"Get some closure," he repeated. "Where did you get that? Oprah? Cosmo? The people who need closure are the ones who have unanswered questions. I don't. Why did Mel cheat? Because Brandon was a means to get what she wanted. Did she love me? Did she care for me? Till a certain point, I think she did, but in her priorities, her acting career came before me. Does she regret what she did? Probably, but not enough to show remorse and come back to town to try to make things right or at least apologize to me in person."
"Do it for her then," Lindsey pleaded. "She really wants to talk with you."
"I bet she's dying to paint her actions in a more favorable light."
"She's dying for a second chance."
Spencer snorted.
"That's why she sent you instead of coming herself?" he asked, raising an eyebrow. "Not that I'm complaining. You've become a beauty. I wish we were talking about you instead of your sister. I'd have preferred to talk with the friend who helped me in my darkest hour instead of Mel's assistant."
Lindsey tried to hide her blush behind her hand.
When Lindsey looked into Spencer's blue eyes, they were definitely smiling, accompanied by a quick quirk of his mouth.
"Note to self: Don't make him smile again. He looks too attractive when he smiles," Lindsey thought.
She placed her hand on his arm. "She hurt you. I get it. Tell her how you feel. Call her every name in the book. She can handle it."
Spencer studied Lindsey's features making her heart melt.
"Choices, Lindy. We make them hundreds of times a day. Our entire lives are an accumulation of choices that we've made. I've made mistakes, but all in all, I'm happy with the choices I took. Do you think Melissa is happy with hers?"
"I can't answer that. Why don't you ask her?"
Spencer's lips curved up in a smile. Her quick wit was as attractive as her. "Tell me, Lindsey. What would you have done in my place?"
"Me? My personal life has been on hold for so long I can't put myself in your shoes. I don't have time to date, or go out with friends. Being Mel's assistant is a full-time job."
"You sacrificed love and happiness for your sister."
"Yes, I did. The job pays too well. I'm financially independent and I'm saving a lot of money for my future. You can't have it all, you know. Life isn't quite so simple."
"What about love? Family? Friends? Don't you want that?"
"I'll have that eventually when I get tired of this work."
"You must feel very lonely," he placed his hand on hers.
Lindsey sighed and let down her guard for a few seconds. "You have no idea... there are lots of people around you, and you are often working by yourself without anyone to bounce ideas off, or delegate tasks to..." She shook her head. "And talking about work, I should go back to Mel. What do you want me to tell her?"
"If she needs closure I can spare a few minutes to talk with her as a favor to you," Spencer smiled at her and placed a kiss on her cheek. "It was nice talking with you again, Lindy. We have to meet before you go back to LA."
Spencer couldn't help realize that Lindsey was completely devoted to her sister. Instead of giving herself time to mourn the death of her father, she was still running errands for Mel.
It bothered Spencer that Mel didn't seem to appreciate how Lindsey's kind and thoughtful behavior went above and beyond the role of a personal assistant.
If only he could convince her to leave Mel... Lindsey had more to offer the world than just being her famous sister's flunkey.
CHAPTER 7
Melissa walked slowly towards Spencer. She had pictured this reunion thousands of times. She'd be full of remorse and grief, and she'd tell him what a huge mistake she'd made sleeping with Brandon. She'd let him know that she'd thought of him every day, and never stopped loving him. He was the one and only man in her life that mattered.
Now that the moment was finally upon her, Mel wasn't sure what to say.
For the first time since she got back in town, Mel was able to take a close look at her ex-boyfriend. He looked different, more mature, yet so much the same boy that she fell in love with all those years ago. He looked even better than she remembered, dressed in a black suit, his face freshly shaved.
"Lindsey told me you want to talk with me..." Mel started to say.
Spencer interrupted her, crossing his arms on his chest, "Nope. I told Linds that if YOU wanted to talk with me I would listen."
His face was serious and there was a sharp aura in his voice. "I'm only doing this for her. I owe Linds a lot, she was there for me when you betrayed me."



Melissa took a deep breath and started over again.
"Sorry, Spencer. Bad choice of words. I'm really glad you're finally willing to talk with me whatever the reason," she whispered. "You never wanted to talk about what happened."
"Why would I? There was nothing you could say at the time that would have made the situation different. The moment you went to bed with Brandon Dickbreath, it was crystal clear to me you were determined to be famous at any cost. I think congratulations are in order. You became Mel Dawn, America's Sweetheart," Spencer's voice was dripping sarcasm.
"Spence..." Mel whispered softly. "I was young, naïve, and stupid. I'd like to think I'm older and wiser now. If I could go back in time I would never do what I did."
Spencer shook his head. "Women and court cases depend on precedent. Past does matter. I want to build a stable family, Mel, not just to be one of many."
That hurt.
"You'd never be one of many, Spence. You are one of a kind..."
"Good line, but I'm not buying it, especially considering how easily you discarded me" he interrupted her. "Look, Melissa, I'm happy things worked out well for you. But you left this," he spread his arms around. "You left me. It nearly killed me when I saw you cuddling and kissing with that asshole."
"I only did it to get the part. Brandon never meant anything to me. None of the men I dated did," she said solemnly. "Please...?
Melissa took a couple of steps toward him.
Spencer recoiled and shook his head slowly again.
"But you dated them anyway. Why? A role in a movie? Publicity stunt? Your picture in a magazine? Sorry, Mel. There is no do-over."
Melissa lowered his head because Spencer's words had hit very close to home.
"I've always loved you," her words sounded like a beg. "I still do."
He snorted. "Yeah, you loved me. Just not enough to be faithful to me. Or have the decency to break up with me first at least," he looked at her defiantly.
"I'll never forgive myself for that. I should've called you or at least come back to town to have one last talk."
"Yes, you should. But you didn't."
"When I landed the role I was over the moon. I got an agent, a manager, a publicist and they just kept pushing and pulling me, and the next thing I knew I was on the set, being part of a successful show and everything just swallowed me."
"Good for you. At least your betrayal paid off."
"It wasn't about you, Spence. I was happy with you. But I wasn't happy with myself. I wasn't happy with my life."
"I would have thought that after ten years you could have come up with something better than this cockamamie explanation. What's wrong? Writers were on strike when they wrote this scene for you? Why didn't you tell me you weren't happy?"
"At that time I felt like my whole life had been already planned and I had no say in it. So, instead of talking with you I took the coward's way out and ran away to California."
"So, it wasn't me?"
"No! Of course not!" Melissa shook her head several times to emphasize her point. "It wasn't you. It was never you. I'm asking you to give me a chance here, Spence. I know I screwed up, but you weren't there so you don't have a clue what I was going through after I left you... I kept getting knocked down. It was harder and harder to keep getting back up and dusting myself off. At some point, it feels like everyone else was getting their big break, and I wasn't. I wondered if my turn would ever come. I was auditioning all the time but no one wanted to hire me. I was spending hundreds of dollars on pay-to-meet workshops and not getting any bites from agents or casting directors. At some point, you start to question everything from your headshots to your talent, to your life choices. I thought about quitting many times. And then I met Brandon..."
"Boo fucking hoo. You can't just show up here and act like you were the victim. You made a choice, Mel. Live with it."
"So you don't have any feelings left for me?"
"What do you think? You stopped being part of my life the moment you cheated on me. You broke my heart, Mel! Don't you get it? Do you have any idea how it feels to see the girl you were supposed to marry kissing another guy? Watching his arms around you and claiming you as his? I nearly died when I imagined you in bed with that asshole! You were supposed to be my forever. Now you're like a repetitive nightmare I can't shake off."
She extended her hand to reach for him but he ignored it.
"I'm sorry for the pain I caused you. Betraying you was the worst decision of my life..." she looked at him with a glint of hope in her eyes. "But we could start over. A fresh start."
Her make-up was running down her face, black and heavy, leaving a path of pain ruining her beauty.
"No amount of words are going to change what happened or restore my image of you. I don't hate you, Mel. Ten years is too much time to keep hating someone, resenting someone... without it taking a toll on you. However, I'll never forget what you did."
Melissa sobbed and whispered, "I'm truly sorry." Then, she turned around and walked away in tears. Watching her backside as she walked away from him felt like déjà vu.
As soon as she left, Spencer let out a string of swear words. It seemed that no matter how hard he tried, once again Melissa had wreaked havoc in his life.
He didn't know what he wanted except for everything to go back to the way it was a couple of days ago when she was just a distant memory.
If he was lucky, in a few days, she'd be gone for another ten years and he wouldn't have to deal with her anymore.
The sad part was that Lindsey would go away with her.
CHAPTER 8
"What are you thinking?" Lindsey asked her sister once people left the house.
"There are too many emotions flowing through me right now," Melissa said.
"You're going to break your fingernails if you clutch your hands any tighter," Lindsey warned her sister. "How did the talk with Spencer go?"
"Not good. He hates me even if he says he doesn't. He doesn't want anything to do with me." And then, between sobs, Mel told her sister about her conversation with her old boyfriend.
"You tried to pick up your relationship where you left off. That was a mistake," Lindsey opined.
Mel pondered her sister's words, "What do you mean?"
"You can't say 'I made a mistake, I'm sorry. I still love you, let's try again.' You'll have to start again from the beginning as if you were two strangers. Let him get to know you. Let him see the difference between the teenager you were and the woman you became. With a little luck, he might fall in love with this new you."
"I don't think we'll be able to stay in town that long. I bet my manager and my agent are mad at me because I left LA without telling them."
"When was the last time you had some free time, Mel? I mean real vacations and not just a day at the spa."
She couldn't answer that.
"Even if they agree to give me a month off, the problem is still the same. Spence won't talk with me again much less agree to go on a date with me."
"I could try to reach out to him for you... again," Lindsey felt a rush of enthusiasm run through her. She was truly excited at the opportunity of spending more time with Spencer.
"Would you do that for me?" Mel clutched her sister's hands. "He needs to understand I still love him and care for him. What I did had nothing to do with him. It gave me the breakthrough I needed in my career. Nothing else. He needs to see things from my perspective."
"That's going to take lobotomizing him," Lindsey thought, being careful not to let her feelings show on her face.
"I'll do my best. But no promises," Lindsey conceded. "But Mel...?"
She looked at her sister.
"First, we need to focus on Mom. She comes first. Let's take some days off to make sure she is okay and settle her business. Then I'll see what I can do regarding Spence."
"Thank you, thank you! You're the best sister and assistant ever!" Melissa said and hugged Lindsey tightly.
Suddenly, Melissa felt all her energy draining. The long day was catching up on her. "I'm exhausted. I'm going up to bed now. Tomorrow we'll take care of Mom and some things on my agenda."
"Good night, Mel. Sleep well," said Lindsey. She was tired herself. It had been an exhausting day full of emotionally draining activities.
CHAPTER 9
That night, Melissa dreamed she was on the set of a film she knew nothing about and in which she didn't want to participate. No matter how much she protested, everyone insisted she played her role. Each time the director shouted, "Action," the crew stared at her, expecting her to know what to do.
She woke up and, for several terrifying seconds, she didn't recognize her surroundings. Then she realized she was in her childhood room.
A ray of sunlight was coming through the drapes. She didn't want to get up and face what lay beyond the bedroom door. She wished she could stay safe in her old bed.
"It's time to get up, Melissa. Mom made tea and toast," Lindsey announced entering her room and opening the curtains to let the light in.
"What time is it?" asked a sleepy voice from the bed.
"Half-past nine. We have a lot of things to do today. Rise and shine."
Melissa sat up and swung her feet out of bed. No matter how appealing, she couldn't stay in bed forever. She shuffled to the end of the bed and pulled on her kimono robe over her short pajamas. Her cell phone sat on the dressing table and she grabbed it before following Lindsey down the stairs.
A bowl of strawberries sat in the middle of the pedestal table and the older woman carried two small plates of toast to the table. "Would you like jam?"
"No, thank you." Melissa slid into a chair. She curled her hand around a delicate blue cup and brought it to her lips. "What do we have on our agenda, Lindsey?"
"We haven't nailed down an exact date for your Tonight Show appearance. We're waiting to see if they'll reschedule to fit your calendar."
Melissa sipped her tea and nodded. "What else?"
"We have to answer Carl about the script he sent you weeks ago," Lindsey informed her sister.
Carl Carlson was Mel's agent.
Mel grabbed a strawberry and bit it in half. She grabbed her phone and punched a number.
After the pleasantries were exchanged her agent went to the point. "Where are you? I called the hotel and they told me you left in a rush..."
"I'm taking care of some personal matters, Carl. Nothing you have to worry about."
"I always worry when you disappear. Did you read the script? It's great, isn't it?" he asked without waiting for a response from her.
Melissa hated when her agent did that sort of thing. He was constantly asking her questions that he never let her answer.
He always expected her to agree, and she usually did, in part because she hated rocking the boat.
Melissa loved acting, but there were times, like right now when she really wanted a break. Her soul needed something normal back in her life. No matter how much she enjoyed being a part of the entertainment business, the life she led was nowhere near normal.
"Hello, Mel? Did you hear me? I asked if you read the script?" her agent's voice interrupted the chain of thought.
Melissa decided to be brutally honest for the first time since she met Carl. "I hated it," she admitted.
"You hated it?"
"Yes, I did. I'm always playing the same role. I'm being typecast as an actress."
"What's going on, Mel? It's not like you to act like that. What is really going on?"
Mel wanted to keep the news of her father's death to herself, so she said, "You keep presenting me with the same scripts over and over again no matter how many times I tell you that I need something different. I want to be challenged. I want to grow as an actress."
"But these parts scream your name, Mel. The public eats it up when you play these roles. This movie will make buckets of money for everyone involved," her agent insisted.
"I don't care about the money," Melissa said surprising everyone including herself.
"And that's why you have me. Because I do."
"I think..." she paused pondering what she was about to say, "I want to take a break."
"Let me call, Al and put him in a group call." Al Jenkins was Melissa's manager.
Melissa realized that she was up against a wall. Her agent and her manager were going to work in tandem against her again.
"Hello, Al. I have Mel in a call, she said she hated the script."
"Hated the script?" her manager belted out. "Mel, darling, it's a brilliant part."
"It's really not," she shouted. "It's the same part I've been playing over and over again since the show."
"She says she wants to take a break from acting," Carlson informed her manager.
"Not this again." Al's annoyed tone was the wake-up call she needed.
"Yes, this again," Melissa said loudly. "I haven't stopped working since Teenage Dreams!"
"You should be grateful for that," Carlson opined.
"You guys keep acting like the world will stop spinning if I take a short vacation. Why is that so hard?"
"Because it's idiotic, Mel," Carlson said with an exasperated tone. "If you start rejecting roles, they give them to somebody else. Then, when you want to go back there won't be a place for you. Your break can wait."
Al added. "You know how many other girls would kill to be in your shoes? Stop being ungrateful!"
"When am I going to be able to have a real-life? The next project is always waiting to start the second my current one ends. I'm tired of being a spectator in my own life. You make every single decision for me, what I want never seems to matter. Whenever I fight to have my voice heard, you raise your voices louder to drown me out. I lost count of the number of times you told me you know what is best for me," Melissa was almost shouting in the end. "Well, news flash, you have no idea what is good for me!"
"You're making this film. Period," Carlson demanded, and Al added. "Do you have any idea how long people will want you in their movies, Mel? They won't want you forever."
"My life had been on hold since I was eighteen. Not anymore," she shouted at the phone.
Then Melissa did something so out of character for her, she couldn't believe she was actually doing it. She hung up and instructed Lindsey not to take their calls.
CHAPTER 10
The doorbell took Spencer out of his thoughts and his work. He had installed a doorbell extender with a wireless receiver, so he could hear if someone was at the door.
"Come on in! It's open! I'm here in the backyard," he yelled.
Lindsey entered the house and made her way very shyly to the backyard.
Spencer waved at her from inside a big shed that he used as a workshop. It has been a week since he had talked with her at the reception. He had been trying to come up with a reason to see her again, but couldn't find any without having to see Melissa too.
Spencer took a good look at Lindsey as she walked towards him. She had a tiny nose and a very appealing petite figure. Her tanned skin tone held the warm color of old copper. She was not gorgeous in the typical Hollywood ideal, but she was beautiful in a very unique way.
"Hi, Spencer. I hope I'm not bothering you at work."
"Hi, Lindsey, welcome to my workshop. You're not bothering me at all. Come in, take a look around. One of the good things about being my own boss is that I can take breaks whenever I want," he said smiling at her.
The smell inside the shed was wonderful, a mixture of wood, varnish, and sawdust. Lindsey thought it was the best smell ever. It was right up there with the smell of Spencer's Eau de cologne.
As she looked around, Lindsey was amazed by all the gorgeous furniture she saw. She had never seen anything that was made of wood look so warm and lifelike.
"Do you like it?" Spencer's voice made her jump.
"Yes! I love everything I see. You're a true artist. These chairs are magnificent."
Spencer's smile grew bigger. "Thank you, Lindsey. You flatter me."
"Just telling the truth."
"So is this what you do for a living or is it just a hobby?"
"It was a hobby at first. Dad was an amateur carpenter so I was always playing with his tools and wood scraps. When I got my graduate degree in Business Administration four years ago, I landed a job in Portland with a wonderful company and was making more money than I'd ever seen. I was also brutally unhappy. I mean, cry me a river, right? A cushy paycheck. A house and a new car. From the outside, my life appeared enviable, and in many ways, it was, but every Monday when I dragged myself to work, I felt as if I were drowning. So I quit to pursue my passion to build furniture."
Lindsey could relate to what Spencer was saying, but she could never see it happening to her. "Quite a life-changing decision."
"Indeed. When I quit my job, in my mind I was opening an old wooden door, leading to a room full of dreams. For many reasons, not the least of which were society's ideas about what it means to 'grow up' and 'get serious' and 'be a good provider', I had closed that door years before. For me, that door opened onto a woodshop, this shed, to be exact," Spencer opened his arms. "I don't make as much money as I did, but I'm happy. And stress-free."
"People must have thought you were crazy," Lindsey commented.
"Some of them did, but I've never been the kind of person to follow the crowd. I've learned that handcrafting a life is a lot like woodwork. You know you want to create something beautiful, a piece that will last. So you take some lumber, make your first rough cut, and go from there. And the process that carries you from the first rough cut to the last finishing coat, that's what makes the masterpiece."
As Spencer explained everything to her Lindsey felt a sense of freedom she hadn't felt in a long time. A feeling that made her smile. She was also stuck at a high-paying job that led nowhere. Like Spencer, she had settled for the old-fashioned definition of success.
She was struggling with anxiety regularly. She had sleeping problems. She didn't have time to relax and enjoy what she was doing. All she knew was hard work, stress, pressure, and exhaustion. She was usually busy juggling a lot of things at the same time.
"You gave me a lot to think about, Spencer."
"I'm sorry, I suppose you didn't come here to hear the story of my life. So, what does Melissa want this time?"
Lindsey couldn't help but laugh.
"You know her pretty well."
Spencer shook his head, "I used to. I remember how stubborn she can be when something gets in her mind. At least she didn't change on that."
"No need to beat around the bush then: she wants a second chance to reconnect with you. Rekindle your friendship if it's possible. Believe me when I tell you she never got over you."
"And what Melissa wants, Melissa gets..." Spencer said with a hint of sarcasm. "Well, you can tell her The Rolling Stones were right, you can't always get what you want."
"Just this morning she told her agent and her manager that she wanted to take a break from acting and they gave her a hard time about her decision. I'm pretty sure they are going to try really hard to make her change her mind. But she's determined to stay here in town for a while."
Spencer was a bit surprised to hear that. "It's about time she started doing something to help your mother besides sending money."
"Well, yes. Helping mother is the main reason why we are staying. But I'm pretty sure you played a big part in her decision too."
Lindsey looked at Spencer waiting to see if he wanted to say something. He just remained silent, so she went on.
"You know, what you told me before about you quitting your job, not only made me think about myself and my own life but also about Mel's life. I think she feels trapped too. She lives in a golden cage, but a cage anyway. "



"Do you really think so?"
"Yes, I do. It might surprise you but her life isn't all roses. Couldn't you just chill out and give her a chance to reconnect?" Lindsey begged.
"Seconds parts are never good. You should know it," he said with a hint of a smile.
"There are a few exceptions I can think of. The Godfather II, for example."
"Touché." Spencer rubbed his stubble, "Would you give her a second chance if you were in my shoes?"
Lindsey took a moment to think her answer, "I can't excuse what she did. I don't understand it myself. But, she's not the same person she was ten years ago."
"A diplomatic answer. You should be her press agent." Spencer smiled at Lindsey and continued, "What you said works for all of us, Lindsey. I'm not the same person I was ten years ago also, neither are you. The question here is, did her lifestyle change her for the better or the worse?"
They stared at each other for a while. Lindsey was the first one to look away because she couldn't take the intense way Spencer looked at her. Or the way she wanted to run her fingers through his hair, or...
"Only you can answer that, Spencer. And to do that, you need to spend time with my sister so that both of you can get reacquainted again. Just treat her gently, losing our father is still hard to deal with."
Spencer nodded. He looked at Lindsey till she blushed. Spencer had known many women during these ten years, even dated some of them for a short while, but none of them had ever affected him so strongly as Lindsey.
He was much too cynical to believe that he had fallen in love or anything like that, but he was feeling something deep in his gut, some instinctive reaction unlike any he had ever felt before.
Lindsey wondered if Spencer knew what he was doing to her. Did he know she was having a hard time trying to resist him? For a split second, when he told her his story, she had the crazy thought of quitting her job and moving back to Middletown to be with him.
However, it was an idle dream. There could never be anything between them.
She didn't care that the way he looked at her made her feel wanted and desired.
She didn't care that the way he smelled made her want to crawl under his skin.
"We could have dinner at your place. All of us," he finally said.
He didn't want anything to do with Melissa, but he wanted to see Lindsey again. Get to know her better. Find out if what he felt was the real thing.
Lindsey clapped her hands. "Great! I'll talk with Mom and Mel and we'll set a date."
"Thank you," Lindsey leaned in and kissed his cheek.
"You're welcome," he said kissing her cheek back. "I'm really looking forward to spending more time with you."
Lindsey stood up shocked to her core. For the first time in God knows how long, someone had noticed her. And not as a way to reach Melissa. Quite the opposite.
She walked to the door trying to clear her head. This was the man Melissa, her sister and boss, wanted and she couldn't entertain any kind of feelings for him.
"I-I'll be going now, Spence... I'll text you the details."
"You're going to need my phone number to do that," he said extending his hand.
"Right..."
Spencer took her phone and punched his number in.
Lindsey hoped Spence wouldn't notice the way her fingers trembled as she took her phone back from his hand. In those delightful seconds she touched his skin, her sister, her job, everything, faded from her mind.
It was only Spence.
Lindsey's cheeks heated. "Sorry." She took an awkward step back and bumped into one of the chairs surrounding the table.
Spencer held her hand to prevent Lindsey from falling.
"Are you okay?" he asked still holding her hand and caressing the back of it with his thumb.
"I need my hand back," Lindsey looked down at his hand holding hers.
"You know I'm only doing this so I can spend more time with you."
His words sent a spear of yearning through her, but Lindsey shook her head and whispered. "Don't say that."
"How long are you planning to keep on being her lackey? Don't you want to be free to explore what makes you happy?" The intensity in Spencer's gaze made her shiver.
"Please, Spence." She longed to surrender to the intense glow in his eyes and fall into his arms. "You need to focus on Mel, not me."
"I have to get going," Lindsey said, though the last thing she wanted to do was leave.
He reluctantly let go of her hand.
"Text me the details about dinner!" he yelled as she rushed out of the house.
CHAPTER 11
Never in her life had Melissa felt so out of control, so overwhelmed, so... angry. Tears of frustration spilled down her cheeks.
She should be able to decide whether or not she wanted to make a movie. It should be up to her what she wanted to do with her life. If she wanted to take a year off and travel around the world, she should be able to do just that. It was her prerogative.
But apparently, it was not. She was owned by her agent, her manager, and her publicist. By directors, producers, and screenwriters who depended on her. By the public. And by the damned press.
Everyone wanted a piece of her.
"You can't be enslaved to anyone else unless you allow it to happen," her mother told her when she shared her thoughts with her.
Melissa opened up an app on her phone and composed an e-mail to her manager, publicist, and agent.
I'm sending all of you this e-mail to let you know that I'll be out of LA for a while. How long? I can't tell right now. I have to take care of some personal matters. Very personal matters.
Please don't come looking for me. Let me have this time to sort out my thoughts and find my footing. I need to be away from everyone until I can get my head right. Please understand.
She paused, feeling the desperation in her words, and she knew she needed to end this e-mail with strength. Remembering that her agent, manager, and publicist worked for her, and not the other way around, she packed her closing punch.
If you don't respect my wishes, you'll only make this situation worse and you'll force me to look for a new team of people who have my best interests in mind. I'll contact you when I'm ready.
Before she could second-guess herself or change her mind, she sent the text.
At that moment, Lindsey came back with the good news.
"Spencer agreed to have dinner with us," she informed her sister.
"That's great! Tell him to text me the details about the day and the time he wants me at his place."
Lindsey made a noise of disapproval. "Don't you think it would be better if we cook a nice meal for him?"
"I can't cook to save my life and you know it," Melissa bit her lower lip. "What's wrong with me going to his place?"
Lindsey could see her sister was in Queen mode. She was used to people serving her at her beck and call. That wouldn't work with Spencer.
She carefully chose her next words, "It would look better if you show Spencer that you're putting in the effort to chase him. After all, you're the one who is asking for a second chance, Mel."
"There is a new restaurant in town. The food is great. I know Spence eats there at least twice a week. We can ask for takeaway," Melissa's mother suggested.
"Okay, then. We'll do that. Can you call them and ask them what's his favorite meal?" Mel asked her mother. Then she turned to her sister and added, "Send him an invitation for dinner for tomorrow."
"What time?"
"How about five-thirty? I think you and Mom can go to visit someone or take a long walk to give Spence and me some privacy," Melissa said to both of them. "I think I'll be able to handle serving dinner by myself. I played the part of a waitress in one of my last movies, From Maid to princess."
"Mel..." Lindsey blushed deeply, lowering her head and her voice. "Spencer was waiting to have dinner with all of us. He was very clear about it. If Mom and I are not here he might think it was a set-up."
Melissa frowned at her sister. "But it's not. How can I reconnect with him if you are around?"
"I think taking baby steps might be the best approach. If you try to rush things with him it might backfire at you," Lindsey advised.
Mel threw her arms up in frustration.
"I don't have time to take baby steps. It's not like we're starting from square one."
"No, it's much worse," Lindsey thought. But, she kept her opinion to herself.
"As you wish," Lindsey finally said, giving up trying to put some sense into her sister's head.
Lindsey was sad and disappointed that she would miss spending some time with Spencer again. But, on the other hand, it was a good thing to stay away from him. If she kept hanging with him, then she'd grow even more attached. And she knew that would be a very bad thing.
CHAPTER 12
Melissa's palms were sweating. She watched the clock and wiped her hands on her jeans for the millionth time. She had opted for a casual outfit of jeans, a T-shirt, and sneakers. She was trying to look like her old self.
She checked herself in the mirror. The jeans hugged the curve of her ass, and the shirt showed the outline of her breasts. Perfect. No man could resist her.
Ten minutes later, the doorbell rang and Melissa opened up the door to face Spencer.
When she saw him, a blush covered her cheeks. "Hi, Spence."
Spencer could hear the nervousness lacing her voice. "Good evening, Mel."
"Thanks for agreeing to have dinner with me tonight. I was afraid that you'd change your mind."
"You're welcome. I promised Lindsey I'd come and I've never broken my word."
The silent addition of 'unlike you' was implicit in the withering look he sent her way.
"Please, come in."
Spencer followed Melissa into the house, through the door leading to the kitchen and dining room.
"Will Lindsey and Evelyn be joining us?" he asked taking a look around.
"They wanted to stay but I thought you might prefer to yell at me without an audience."
The annoyance that flared in his gut was familiar and it made him long to walk off, but that would kill any chance to see Lindsey again.
"I don't think yelling at you after ten years would do any of us any good. I'm sorry your mom and Linds didn't stay."
"I thought the point of this meeting tonight was to rekindle our friendship. Their presence was unnecessary."
"If you say so." He said with a shrug. Giving in was exceedingly painful.
"Look, Spence, to this day I still don't forgive myself for the hell I put you through and the mistakes I made. After what I did I feel like I owe you dinner at least."
"It must be a hell of dinner if you're trying to make up to me for what you did," was Spencer's short reply.
"It's takeaway from the local restaurant. I've heard the food there is quite good. A waitress Mom talked with on the phone told her your favorite dish is pasta with fondue and Porcini mushrooms."
"That's right."
Melissa turned on the oven and placed dinner inside to heat up.
"It'll be ready in five minutes. Would you like some wine? I bought a bottle of Chardonnay."
"Yes that would be fine, thank you."
Mel poured two glasses and handed one to Spencer. Then, she motioned for Spencer to sit at the table. He pulled out her chair for her, something Brandon or any other of the actors she dated had never done unless there were cameras around.
"Thank you, you're still a gentleman."
"You can't help being who you are," Spencer said. Somehow he made it sound like an accusation. "Lindsey told me you decided to stay in Middletown for a while."
"Yes, we want to make sure Mom is going to be okay. My father had his affairs in order but even so, dealing with his death it's time-consuming and draining."
Spencer sipped his wine, expressionless.
"Losing Dad was a reminder of just how quickly everything can change. We never think things like that will happen, but they can, and unfortunately, they do."
"Your dad was a great man. He will be missed."
"Thank you. Mom told me you kept in touch with them even after what I did to you."
"Why wouldn't I? I know your father was deeply disappointed when he knew about the breakup."
Melissa took a long gulp of wine.
"You never told them what I did to you."
Spencer moved his shoulders up and down. "What would have been the point? They were not responsible for your actions. Knowing the truth would have only hurt them."
"Look Spence, It's no secret I want another chance with you. I'll do anything to prove to you I still love you. We were supposed to be together and I fucked up. Even being just friends would be better than what we have now. I want you back in my life so I'll accept whatever you are willing to offer." A tear slipped down her cheek.
"Mel, I don't want to sound like an asshole. But it's not realistic to expect us to be friends. You live in California and lead a busy life, full of activities. I love living here, and I love the quiet life," he said in a hushed voice.
Melissa looked up at Spencer through her lashes, her eyes locked on him. "I enjoy my career. I enjoy acting. But... sometimes I wish I would have never left you."
"Your Hollywood dream and our relationship were not compatible. Still aren't. If you had stayed with me, you would have always wondered what if..."
The timer on the stove went off and Melissa jumped up and hurried into the kitchen. She set the plates in front of them and took a seat across the table. They did some small talk while they ate.
"What is Los Angeles like?" Spencer asked.
"It's difficult to describe LA. There's are a lot of people, cultures, and ways of life. The weather can be really hot. The traffic is horrible. I'll admit, it's not for everyone. But we have Disneyland, nice beaches, and the Hollywood sign."
Spencer looked at Melissa while she talked and realized that she lived in a world he was totally unfamiliar with, filled with famous people and adventures reserved only for the rich. It was easy to forget that she was a celebrity and he reminded himself that she was no longer the girl he once knew.
"As for the food. LA is not often mentioned as a foodie town, but because literally, every ethnicity has settled into some part of Los Angeles, there are restaurants devoted to just about every ethnic cuisine."
Conversation flowed fairly well. Once dinner was over, they sat down in the living room for coffee.
Spencer placed his cup on the little table and picked up the People Magazine that was laying there. He stopped at a page where Mel's picture was plastered across it.
Spencer took the magazine and read aloud, "Mel Dawn, most eligible bachelorette two years in a row. According to this magazine you are America's sweetheart, beautiful, talented, and famous, why do you want a relationship with me when you can have any man you want?"
Melissa let out of long sigh at his words.
"You shouldn't believe everything you read in magazines," she took the magazine from Spencer's hands and looked for a particular photo. "See this picture? That day I was sick. I felt like shit and my agent dragged my feverish ass out of bed to get my prescription filled."
He leaned closer and looked at the picture. "You look happy to me. Of course, you're wearing sunglasses so I can't see your eyes, but you look content enough."
"Yeah, because I have to look that way. If the paparazzi take a picture of me with a red nose and puffy eyes, the next day they'll be calling me a drug addict. Saying I was out all night partying and snorting lines of cocaine."
Melissa threw the magazine on the table and let out a long, frustrated sigh.
"I don't want to complain, because I know I have an amazing life and I get to do things that most people only dream about. But sometimes things just aren't all they're cracked up to be. You know? For six years I worked my ass off. On a network show, you make 24 episodes a year. That means working 10 months a year, 17 hours a day. When the show ended I wanted a break. But fame doesn't work this way."
Spencer nodded at her words.
"You chose that life, Melissa. I'm sorry it wasn't everything you expected. The choices we make dictate the life we lead. We took different roads and we become two different people. Our lifestyles are different. I'm a woodworker who makes furniture and lives in a small town. You are a famous actress who lives in hotels and leads a glamorous life. You have guys throwing themselves at you wherever you go."
"You know nothing about the way I live my life," Melissa seemed genuinely offended. "Just the lies the tabloids report. This article in People Magazine was good publicity but that's all. Most of my romances were press-agentry. I would like to be able to be famous when it's convenient and completely anonymous when it's not." There was a haunting emptiness to her words as she fidgeted with her glass.
Spencer remembered people asking for an autograph or taking pictures at the burial. How many autographs was she forced to sign when she just wanted to grieve for the loss of her father? How many pictures of her did they take hoping to sell them to a magazine?
"I still long for you and the time when things were simpler. I was happy back then." Tears started welling in Melissa's eyes. "I walked away from the one great thing in my life because I was selfish. If I could, I'd go back and change it all."
Spencer shook his head.
"We can't go back and change the past. It's time to start looking at the future, Mel. Stop dwelling on what could have been and start making changes for better tomorrows."
The image of Lindsey came to Spencer's mind. He stood up.
"I think I'll better be going. Thanks for the dinner. It was good."
"I hope you had a good time," Melissa couldn't hide the look of disappointment on her face.
"Better than expected," he said honestly.
Mel walked Spencer to the door. "Thank you for coming. Thank you for listening. That meant a lot to me."
She leaned in trying to kiss his cheek, but he moved back and she kissed the air.
CHAPTER 13
"Hi, Linds," Spencer called, driving slowly to match her pace. "It's a beautiful sunny day, would you like to go for a ride with me?"
"And you just happen to be here in your truck with a picnic basket while my sister is busy with my mom?"
"Strange coincidence, isn't it? Must be my lucky day," Spencer winked at her.
"This is going to make Mel crazy."
"I won't tell her."
"You're not the one who has to deal with her."
"It's not my fault if your sister misunderstands our relationship."
"By 'our relationship' do you mean yours and mine or yours and hers?"
"Both," Spencer replied.
"You are nothing but trouble," she declared as she shook her head smiling, and climbed into the truck's cabin.
"So I've been told," Spencer smiled at her and took a road that led out of town. "It's going to be fun."
Spencer could see a million questions swimming in her eyes, but in the end, she simply said, "Do you have a destination in mind, or is this a make-it-up-as-you-go kidnapping?"
Spencer laughed.
"We're going to Indian Lake Campground."
"There goes my fantasy of a Caribbean cruise. Isn't that the place where we spent our summers when we were kids?"
"Yes, that's the one. It's still there, but it's quiet in Autumn. We can enjoy the colorful fall foliage without pesky mosquitoes and crowds."
"Too bad I left my tent in my other purse," she said gently poking Spencer in the ribs.
He rolled his eyes. "Smartypants. You do like ham, cheese, and mayo right?"
Lindsey blinked at the question. It was her favorite, but she had no idea how he knew that.
"Yes, I like ham, cheese, and mayonnaise," she agreed quietly.
Lindsey didn't know what she was doing. She felt out of control, and couldn't catch up with the turbulent sensations rolling through her body.



She trailed her fingers down his arm.
"How did you get this scar?"
Spencer's breathing hitched when she touched him.
He shrugged "A work-related accident. There's no big story behind it."
When Lindsey looked at him, his eyes were steady on her. A smile played at her lips and she hated that he could do this to her. It shouldn't be like this.
She was a fool thinking she could have him. What was Spencer's interest in her? She wasn't tall or blonde or curvy or any of the things men usually wanted.
Was he using her to get back at Melissa?
When they finally arrived at the campground, Spencer spread a tablecloth on a shady picnic table, and unpacked the basket, removing jars of pickles, preserves, drinks, and sandwiches.
Lindsey sat across from him, her hair up in a sexy ponytail.
"It's beautiful out here," she said taking a look around. "Living in Los Angeles made me forget how beautiful Middletown is."
"It sure is," he said, looking straight at her.
Lindsey felt herself blush. She grabbed a sandwich and gave it a bite.
The way Spencer looked at her made her feel like a woman.
"Are you okay?" He asked picking a sandwich from the plate and giving it a bite.
"I am. Will you answer me a question?"
"Sure."
"Why did you take all this wonderful trouble, and for what purpose have you brought me here?"
"That makes two questions, Linds," said Spencer with a smile. "You're lucky today I have a two-for-one deal going."
She looked into Spencer's eyes, searching for any clues to the man behind them. She felt shivers dance up and down her spine.
"The short answer is that I missed not being able to talk with you again the other night. Apparently, Mel thought your presence wasn't necessary," he pouted in a very sincere way.
"I also think that you deserve a day off from the wicked witch of the west." Spencer laughed at his own joke, and added, trying to put her at ease, "Don't read too much into this. We are just two friends spending time together. I missed that."
"Look, Spencer, it's no secret that Melissa wants you back in her life..."
He nodded his head as he took another bite.
"So?" Spencer asked with his mouth half full.
"What part of 'my sister and boss is in love with you don't you understand?"
"The part about it not being true," he answered flatly. "Melissa is not in love with me."
Lindsey stared at Spencer as long as she could without getting lost in his blue eyes.
"Guys are notorious for missing that kind of stuff. You don't hear the things she says, the way she goes on about you," Lindsey said, pleading for understanding.
"Mel needs a man who doesn't have a problem being an accessory she wears at parties and social events," Spencer replied calmly. "We would never be a real couple. I'd be a secondary character in the movie of her life."
"She doesn't have a chance with you, does she?" Lindsey asked, twisting her mouth.
"Hallelujah! She has seen the light!" Spencer said raising his arms. Then, he pulled a serious face. "No, she doesn't. And she knows it," Spencer took another bite of his sandwich, chewing and staring at the lake. "Can you do me a favor?"
"Sure," Lindsey said without hesitation.
"Can we not discuss Melissa anymore?" He stared at Lindsey, and he could see the surprise in her eyes. "She is in the past, and it's time for me to move on. Let's talk about us."
He stood up and sat at her side.
No, no, no. Lindsey needed to remove herself from the equation.
"This between us can't happen, Spencer. We're better off far away from each other."
"You might be. I'm not. Don't tell me you don't feel the same way..."
Of course, she felt it. She wanted to be with him. It was not only a physical but truly soulful feeling. But it wasn't as simple as want alone.
Spencer took her hand and they made their way toward the lake's shore. Fingers knitted together, they walked at the water's edge. Spencer realized how easy it was to be with Lindsey. She could stay tranquil no matter how crazy the people around her became. No doubt it was a trait she'd cultivated in dealing with her sister's demanding ways.
Spencer wasn't sure how long they stayed side by side, their bodies pressing against each other with nothing but the sound of their breathing between them, but he knew damn well he wouldn't be the one to break their connection or their silence. It was the most comfortable stillness he had ever experienced.
Until it ended.
The ringing of her cell phone caused Lindsey to pull away.
She pulled out her cell phone, only breaking eye contact when she looked at the screen. "It's Mel. I should get this."
A growl escaped from Spencer's throat.
"Hello, Mel. What can I do for you...? What?! How did he know...? No, of course I didn't tell him. Okay, I'll be back immediately."
She hung up and looked at Spencer.
"I have to go. The bad guys are arriving."
"Bad guys?"
"Mel's agent is coming to Middletown to take her back to LA. She just got a call from him announcing his arrival."
That meant Lindsey was going away too. Spencer held her arm.
"I don't want you to go."
"It is all happening way too fast for me to process. Please don't press me, give me a little time." It was an excuse and they both knew it.
"You are choosing Mel over your own happiness."
"I can't leave Mel."
"She can find another assistant."
"I'm not just her assistant, I'm her sister," Lindsey said. "She needs me."
She was choosing her obligation to her sister over being happy with him. And he couldn't figure out why.
Frustration and impatience got the better of him.
"Well, thank God you won't have to deal with me for very long. Once you leave here you can go back to your glamorous life as an assistant and forget you ever met me."
Lindsey fought back the tears that formed in her eyes. She placed a hand on his cheek looking straight into his eyes. "You don't actually believe that, do you? You think for one second that I'd just forget you?"
"It doesn't matter." He looked away.
"It matters to me." she squeezed his shoulder.
And then she kissed him. Completely. She kissed all his thoughts right out of his head; she kissed him until he couldn't have even said his name to save his own life.
When they finally broke apart, Lindsey was flushed.
"I never felt this way before. Being around you hurts too much. I wish I was braver, but I'm not."
Her phone rang again.
"Get in the truck, I'll take you back to town before the Queen of Hearts gets mad."
They drove in silence till Spencer parked in front of Lindsey's house.
"Are you worried?" he asked.
Lindsey nodded and forced a slight smile.
"About Mel?"
"In part, they are going to argue back and forth and it's not going to be pretty. But, I'm worried about us. Mel can never know how we feel. She'll make my life a living hell if she knows."
"So you're not allowed to date?" Spencer asked. "That seems a bit much."
"It's not that I can't date," Lindsey didn't tell Spencer that her sister had a knack for ruining every chance at romance that came her way. "It's more that I can't date YOU. You're off-limits."
If it weren't for Lindsey's peculiar attachment to being her sister's assistant, he could've delighted in having found the perfect woman.
"Promise me you won't tell her anything about today... about the kiss," Lindsey begged, stumbling on her words, her thoughts, her emotions.
"If that's what you want I won't. But, Lindsey, your life plan can't be being your sister's assistant. You deserve to have a life of your own."
"You deserve so much better than me."
The reality was that they couldn't be together. He wanted something impossible for her to give.
CHAPTER 14
As soon as Spencer and Lindsey entered the house, Mel wasted no time with pleasantries.
"Where the hell were you? You were gone for hours."
Spencer stepped in front of her.
"I'm the one to blame, Mel. I wanted to show Lindsey some furniture I was building and we lost all notion of time," he apologized.
Mel looked at Spencer and then at her sister, whose face was red, and then back at Spencer.
Lindsey couldn't concentrate. Not with Spencer looking at her. She hated that she couldn't tell him how she felt. She hated that when Melissa looked at him, she felt nothing but murderous rage. She wanted to be the only one looking at him like this.
"You know I need to know where you are all the time. I needed you here with me."
Lindsey sensed the mines beneath her feet, but for once in her life, she didn't care.
"I'm already here, okay. Stop making such a fuss because I took a couple of hours for myself, for God's sake! I'm your assistant, not your slave. Forgive me for having spent a couple of hours catching up with a friend!"
Mel looked at his sister trying to decide what to say or what to do.
"Okay, I'm sorry. I'm nervous. You don't need to be such a bitch. We have bigger issues to deal with right now."
The sound of a car halting and its doors banging was followed by a hard knock on the door.
Lindsey opened the door to find Carl Carson standing outside. He looked worried and exhausted.
He walked past Lindsey and asked.
"Mel! I know you are here. The game is over! Stop hiding! Mel!"
The sound of the door slamming made Lindsey jump.
Melissa recognized the voice immediately as her insides shriveled up and died on the spot.
Melissa walked into the room, looked at her agent, and went into attack mode. She knew her agent would never let her stay. And she wasn't ready to leave.
"What the hell are you doing here? You can't just barge into my mother's house and start screaming like you own the place." Mel's voice was strong and very pissed off.
"Don't think I didn't know you were screening my calls!" Carl Carson replied.
Melissa straightened her back and sucked in a breath. "I didn't want to talk to you. I told you I needed some time for myself. Didn't your mama teach you any manners?"
"My mother was a junkie who slept with everyone to buy drugs," Carl Carson snapped back.
Lindsey rushed to Melissa's side, and Spencer followed her.
"Do you want me to kick his ass out of the house?" Spencer asked Melissa.
His voice alone caused Melissa's breathing to even out, even though her heart wouldn't stop pounding out beats like crazy. Spencer would protect her. He would keep her safe.
"Oh, this is just priceless." Carl's laugh sounded sinister. "I can see now why you left LA and the reason you didn't want to come home! You've been a bad girl!"
Melissa twisted her lips in disgust. Somehow everything that came out of her agent's mouth sounded sleazy.
She wouldn't be surprised if Carl tried to sign Spencer to his agency. He never missed the opportunity to represent a pretty face.
"You are a jerk," she muttered. "A thief believes that all people are thieves."
It was like being in an abusive relationship where freedom only came from being away from your abuser. Separated by a few states seemed like a good start. Her soul had soared when she had cut off ties with everyone who controlled her in LA, but it spectacularly crashed to the ground as soon as Carl's voice broke the sanctity of the peaceful space she had found for herself.
"I brought you a present, Mel." Carl eyed her. "Although I have to admit that I didn't realize you wouldn't need it."
Confused, Melissa frowned at him. Whatever her agent referred to was completely lost on her until she heard the gentle knock on the screen door.
Carl Carson opened the front door and Brandon Allen came inside, his face forlorn and his hair mussed in what she was sure was a calculated way.
Spencer tensed up and clenched his fists. He had recognized him, of course. His first instinct was to rip his head off, but that would achieve nothing, except assault charges. So he stood there giving him the evil eye and let Melissa deal with the jerk.
Melissa couldn't believe her eyes. It was one thing for her agent to come and play hardball, but it was downright dirty to bring Brandon with him.
"Brandon?" Emotion tinged her words, and Brandon's face softened, clearly mistaking the meaning of her tone.
Spencer must have misunderstood too because he took a step away from her.
Surprised, she glanced at Spencer, wanting to tell him that he had it all wrong. She didn't want Brandon; her tone only reflected her surprise at seeing him there, nothing else.
"I missed you, babe," Brandon said using his best smile.
"Don't call me babe, you cheating piece of shit. Why are you even here?" Melissa said harshly.
"Because I wanted to see you and clear the air between us."
When Brandon took a step toward her, Melissa edged back. She fumbled for Spencer's hand and linked her fingers with his. "I don't want anything to do with you. We don't belong together. You're delusional."
"Don't say that." Brandon's voice sounded like a snake trying to hypnotize Mel so he could eat her. Spencer let out a low warning growl.
The air crackled in the emotionally charged room as Spencer stood a little taller and flexed his muscles as he boomed at Brandon, "Your ears busted or something, pretty boy? Did you hear the lady or not?"
"I heard her," Brandon said, sounding more like a punk kid trying to talk back to his parents. "But we have history. Did you think she was going to stay in this backwater town with you? What are you? A farmer?" He laughed, and Melissa's agent followed suit.
From the corner of her eye, Lindsey could see Spencer's hands ball into fists at his side.
"You're a good-looking guy, I'll give you that." Brandon smirked at Spencer, then said smugly, "But there's no way that this thing you two have going on would ever last in California. I'm sure it was a nice little fling, but it's over now. Do you need me to write you a check to make you feel better?"
"Brandon!" Melissa shouted as Spencer once again growled and took a couple of steps towards Brandon. Lindsey squeezed his hand pushing him back.
This was the type of game everyone played in Hollywood, but Spencer had never had to deal with this kind of thing before.
"You cheated on me with farmer boy, I cheated on you, that makes us even. Let's forgive and forget."
"Nothing is going on between Melissa and me, you sick creep," Spencer growled.
"Don't listen to him," Lindsey whispered at Spencer. "He is just trying to get inside your head. Please don't let him. They don't know you at all."
"Enough, Brandon," Carl Carson scowled him down. "We both know you don't stand a chance in a fight with farmer boy. Look at his arms. Unlike yours, those are not gym muscles. This is not a scene from your movies, if he punches your nose it will break."
Carl's words wiped the smile off the young actor's face. Then, the agent softened his tone, obviously changing tactics. "I'm sure you're a reasonable guy. You can certainly understand that Mel has been off the radar for a couple of weeks now and, well, that's not good for business or her reputation."
Mel flinched at his words. Carl Carlson looked at her.
"You cleaned your schedule, left the city all of a sudden and you haven't been seen in weeks. Cassandra had to fill in for you at that charity event. The rumor mill hasn't stopped churning out stories. The main rumor is that you had a nervous breakdown caused by Brandon's infidelity and got admitted in a private facility."
"I don't believe you," Mel said and crossed her arms over her chest as she narrowed her eyes at her agent.
Then she turned and snapped at her sister, "You didn't track the press on me?"
"We wanted a few days off from reality. I didn't think..." Lindsey apologized.
Carl Carson pulled out his phone and swiped at the screen before turning it to her. A tabloid headline read:
"Mel Dawn had a mental breakdown over Brandon's cheating. Details Inside!"
"Oh my God! Why didn't you put a stop to this?" Mel asked as the horror of it all came crashing down around her. She sucked in a quick breath, her head shaking as tears filled her eyes.
"Because bad publicity is still publicity. It's a front-page story. As long as people are talking about you, you're still relevant. It doesn't matter what they're saying as long as they're saying something."
Her agent's features settled into what looked like pity and disapproval. "Honestly, Mel, we have been working on putting out that fire, releasing statements nonstop, but they're very hard to corroborate when no one can find you or talk to you. Everyone believes these stories because no one's seen you. This little stunt you pulled backfired. Big time."
"I'm sure you're trying really hard to stop it all. You're probably calling in the tips," she shouted, and Carl Carson's face reddened.
Lindsey turned to her sister. "We'll talk to the press. We'll figure a way out of this. Once they know the real reason, they'll believe you."
Mel nodded slowly.
"Pack my things, we're leaving right now. There's no time to waste. When I get back, I'll put out a statement or something."
Carl Carson also nodded, approving her words.
Mel turned to her agent and Brandon.
"Now get out of my house! Both of you! I don't care what you do or where you go as long as you stay the hell away from me."
"Mel, I had already arranged a flight for us..." her agent started to say.
"I can arrange my own flights. Out!"
CHAPTER 15
"It has been a nice break from reality," Melissa muttered closing her bag and taking one last look at her room. She was feeling so frustrated. "Good times are over and now I have to go back to my chains. At least we'll be able to attend Malcom Powers' party."
Mel looked at her sister who was standing at her side. She looked completely dejected.
"Sadly, we have to go back. We have to set things right before they get out of hand. I'll write a statement in my Twitter account denying the rumors and indicating that I was dealing with a personal matter."
Lindsey nodded over at her older sister, absentmindedly.
"Linds?"
Reality had hit Lindsey's stomach like a boulder crashing off a cliff.
"That sounds good, Mel. What do you want to do about Spencer?"
"Do you think he would agree to come to LA with us?"
"No. I don't think so. Even if he had forgiven you for what you did, and that's a huge 'if', I don't think Spencer would agree to move to LA." Lindsey said softly, unable to hide the deep sadness in her words. "Our lifestyle is too different from his. Besides, he'll never give up his furniture business."
"I make enough for both of us. He doesn't need to work."
"Does she know Spencer at all? He'll never accept that. He loves building furniture. He loves his work," Lindsey's thoughts were screaming in her mind now. She pressed her lips together and took a deep breath.
"You like him." Mel's voice had taken on a coolness that made Lindsey shiver. "You like my boyfriend."
With a shaky laugh that wouldn't fool anyone, Lindsey replied, "Everybody likes Spence. He has a good heart. Children and dogs love him,"
"But everybody didn't go on a date with him." Mel's eyes were locked on her sister's. "This is Middletown, Linds. People here are worse than paparazzi. They saw you climb into his truck and head out of town. You lied to me."
Lindsey's chest tightened. She was barely able to draw breath enough to defend herself.
"He wanted to talk with me in private. He was disappointed I wasn't here the other day for dinner."
"Talk with you? What about?"
"That's personal. I know the notion might sound strange to you, but I do have a personal life," Lindsey crossed her arms on her chest and waited with her chin thrust out, daring her sister to disagree.
"Are you trying to steal my boyfriend from me, Sister?"
"I wouldn't call it stealing," Lindsey thought.



Instead, she said, "He hasn't been your boyfriend since you cheated on him. Hell, for the last ten years he hasn't even been your friend. And for what I saw and heard the last days he never will."
"Well, he won't be yours either. I'm trying really hard to make up to him for what I did, but nothing makes him look at me the way he was looking at you when you came into the house."
How did Spence look at her?
"We're friends," Lindsey said. "Nothing else. I was the one who was there for him when you betrayed him."
"Which side are you on, Linds?"
"For once in my life, I'm on my own side," Lindsey replied with a defiant look in her eyes. "I'm your sister and I love you, but you don't own me."
"You say you love me?" Mel snorted, "You call dating Spencer behind my back, love?"
"Don't you dare blame me for all the bad choices you've made! I didn't steal Spencer from you. You lost him! Of course, blaming me is easier than blaming yourself."
Mel took a deep breath, "I'm sorry... I don't know what to say anymore... I wish I could go back in time. A normal life doesn't sound too bad right now."
Lindsey shook her head in disbelief. "For how long, Mel? How long do you think you'll be able to stay away from the fame, the money, the love of your fans?"
Melissa sighed, "It gets old. Trust me. Sometimes all I want is to be invisible."
"Being invisible is overrated. I know it pretty well. Besides, if you feel this way, why don't you quit?" Though Lindsey asked the question, she already knew the answer.
"You think it's because I love all the money and fame," Mel said in a small voice.
"Isn't it? Ever since we were kids you always needed to be the center of attention." She turned around and, with her back turned to her sister, she added, "We have to go back to work, we have deadlines, previous commitments, and people are depending on you. Vacations are over."
CHAPTER 16
As Melissa and Lindsey pulled into the hotel entrance, they were suddenly surrounded by hordes of people rushing to their car from every direction. Mel had almost forgotten what it was like to be accosted at every turn.
The press loved a good drama.
Cameras flashed all around her, blinding her even in the daylight. Reporters shouted questions so loudly, she couldn't tune them out.
They were asking her all these horrible questions about her supposed battle with drugs and alcohol and suicide.
"Mel, did you really try to kill yourself?"
"Do you have a drinking problem? Drug overdose?"
"How was rehab? Did you recover?"
"We heard Brandon found you and saved you. Are you two getting back together?"
Brandon and Carl Carson were waiting for them in the hotel lobby.
"Get off me," Mel hissed at Brandon, knowing that this was the ultimate publicity stunt for him. If Mel Dawn could forgive Brandon, then why couldn't the rest of the world?
"Stop being so difficult, Mel," he said through clenched teeth. "Let me help you inside." He smiled brightly at the cameras before kissing the side of her head.
The moment his lips touched her, Mel recoiled and fought off the urge to puke all over her fancy shoes. The paparazzi continued to shout, cameras continued to flash, and she no longer cared about any of it. She pressed her palms against Brandon and shoved him away from her so hard he almost fell to the ground. She wished he would have.
"Stay away from me!" she yelled without considering the implications. "I don't want you here! You disgust me!"
She rushed into the lobby of the hotel and into a waiting elevator, in which Aaron, her reliable bodyguard, held the doors open. It was nice to see a familiar, friendly face.
"They've been here since yesterday, Miss Dawn. It's like they knew you were on your way back. They won't leave."
"This is Carl's doing... He staged this whole drama," Mel muttered under her breath. She wondered if Brandon's cheating and the video with the stripper that 'leaked' to the press weren't part of a complicated publicity stunt.
"It's not true, Miss Dawn, right? All the things they're saying?" her bodyguard asked her.
"No, Aaron, they are not true," she said with a tired sigh. She was exhausted, and she'd only just returned.
A wide smile transformed her bodyguard's face. "I knew it. None of it sounded like you at all."
Thankful to finally have someone on her side, Mel said, "Aaron, please make sure that no one, not even Brandon or Carl Carlson comes up to my apartment without verbal permission from me first. Okay? It's important. I need some time for myself."
Melissa no longer trusted her agent. She had only considered the notion before she left town, but she was now convinced that he didn't have her best interests at heart.
"No one will come up," Aaron assured Mel with a nod.
"Thank you."
"Anything for you, Miss Dawn." He leaned around her and pressed the proper floor on the button panel before slipping out of the elevator and leaving her alone.
As the doors closed, Spencer's face appeared in Lindsey's eye and she winced. Would she ever see him again? She couldn't imagine Spencer being part of all this madness. The thought broke her heart.
She needed him like she needed to breathe.
Mel's phone rang. She looked at the screen. It was Carl Carson.
"Your goon says that I can't see you! Please remind your gorilla that I'm your agent!" Carl shouted on the other end of the line.
"I want to be alone and you have a problem respecting boundaries. In case you didn't notice you're not my favorite person right now," she snapped back.
"Oh, come on, Mel! Don't be like this! Now that you're back in town, the rumor mill will most likely die down. I mean, at some point it will. It will probably get worse before it gets better. But you should use this to your advantage. Strike while the iron's hot, and people will talk about you in ways they never have before. You know what we always say, bad publicity is still publicity."
She hated it when he said that; it didn't make any sense. What the hell was Carl even talking about?
She growled with frustration, feeling herself coming unglued. "Don't say that! I hate when you and Al say that about bad publicity. This is my life, my career. I've worked hard to not have any bad publicity, ever, and I'm not going to start now. I need to think hard about what I am going to do and you're not helping!" she ended the call and turned her phone off, releasing a quick huff of indignation.
"My hero," Lindsey raised her hand in the air for a high five.
"Holy cow, that was terrifying and exhilarating," Mel admitted with a small smile.
"Oh, he deserved that, all right. It's been a long time coming," Lindsey said. Seeing her sister was in a receptive mood she went on, "This is a direct attack on your character and you. So I think staying quiet is a mistake. If it were me, I'd want to defend myself. I wouldn't want anyone thinking those things about me, especially when they aren't anywhere close to the truth."
The more Lindsey talked, the more animated she became.
"I understand you wanted to protect Mom, but I think it's safe to tell everyone about Dad's death now. You can Tweet it, or post an open letter to the newspapers..."
Mel's face lit up as she said, "Yeah, I like that idea. I like to be in complete control. I'll tell the public what I want to, how I want to, and only what I want to share in my own words. We can guess what everyone's questions will be, and we can figure out how to answer them without spilling anything we don't want them to know. I can do this."
"I'll help you," Lindsey said placing a hand on her sister's arm. "You are going to need a new agent, Mel. What happened has Carl and Al's fingerprints all over it."
Nodding, Melissa added her suggestion to the growing mental list of things she needed to accomplish since getting back. "I know."
"And a new publicist as well."
"I'll talk with my lawyer to inform them their services are no longer required."
"And please tell me you'll put Brandon in his place. Or let me do it. Violently," Lindsey said as she cracked her knuckles.
Laughing, Melissa said, "I'll do it. One thing at a time, I guess."
Mel hugged her sister tight, "I have no idea what I'll do without you. I love you, Sis."
Lindsey hugged her sister back just as tight, "I love you too, Mel. Let's kick some asses."
CHAPTER 17
Spencer hadn't accomplished a damn thing since Lindsey went out of town.
The computer at the workshop had been bookmarked up the ass with celebrity gossip sites and entertainment channels.
He was a man obsessed. Every time he saw a photo of Lindsey, always behind her sister he wanted to jump inside the monitor and be with her.
As much as he wanted to believe they had a chance of being together, he knew Lindsey was too committed to her job as her sister's assistant.
Spencer closed the workshop early and headed for his parents' home. He needed to have a heart-to-heart with them.
He took his time walking to their home, trying to sort out his mind and his heart.
When Spencer stepped through the door, the smell of fresh-baked bread hit him immediately, and his stomach rumbled as his mom greeted him.
"What a lovely surprise," she said, wiping the flour from her hands on a towel.
"I wanted to talk with you about something."
His mother's expression turned curious as she waved a hand toward the kitchen table. Spencer moved to sit as she placed a plate of the fresh, hot bread in the center, butter melting off the top.
Removing her apron, she tossed it on the counter before joining him at the table.
"What's going on? Is everything okay?"
Spencer had no idea where to begin. "It's just...I miss her, Mom."
"Mel? Of course, you miss her. You had something going for a lot of years...."
"No, not Mel. I miss Lindsey," he corrected her.
Suddenly at a loss for words, he dropped his gaze and focused on a knot in the wood table.
"So, what are you going to do about it?" she asked.
It wasn't the response he expected.
"What am I supposed to do?"
"Spence, when Mel cheated on you with that young actor..."
"You knew?"
"Son, I'm old, not stupid. You were gentleman enough not to say anything. Probably trying to spare some pain to Mel's parents..." she checked on her son and he moved his head up and down. "But you wouldn't have given up on your relationship so easily unless something really serious happened. Then, when the gossip TV shows started to report she and that cocky young actor were a couple, I got it.
"After that, you never went out with another girl even when you had every single girl in Middletown swarming around you like flies.
"I always figured you'd eventually heal and move on, but you didn't. And every year that passed, you become sadder and sadder, feeling sorry for yourself. You put your love life on hold."
She reached across the table and took his warm hand in hers.
"Love is knocking at your door again, what are you going to do?"
Spencer moved his shoulders up and let them fall. "What can I do?"
Her mother's expression was stern when she said, "You don't give up. You don't quit. Go get that girl. Go to LA, find her, and tell her how you feel."
She saw the doubt on her son's face. "Unless that's not what you want?"
"Lindsey is too committed to her work as an assistant. She made it clear she's not leaving her sister."
"Well, she should..." Spencer's mother laid a hand on his shoulder. "Mel treats her like a servant more than a sister. Even her mother noticed it."
"Why does she do that?"
"Because Mel is jealous, Spencer. Melissa can't handle the fact that you want nothing to do with her. If you aren't going to be with her, then you aren't going to be with anyone. Especially not with her sister."
"How do you know this?"
"You should give your mother more credit, Spence," she said, giving him her mothers-know-best look.
"What the hell! Hasn't she wrecked my life enough?" Spencer battled with his growing fury.
"Women can be cruel. And Mel doesn't like losing."
"She lost me a long time ago."
Her mother nodded.
"I bet deep down she welcomed that agent that came to fetch her. What was her reaction to her ex-boyfriend's presence?"
"She didn't like it at all. But to me, it was a reminder of her betrayal. The guy is a true asshole. It took all my willpower not to rearrange his smile with my fists."
"I'm glad you didn't punch him, though. Not that he didn't deserve it. But you are a better man and you need to be above that."
"It was more about not ending up in jail than being a better man."
Spencer assumed she was done and he stood up to leave, but his mother stayed seated, staring at him.
"What?"
"What are you going to do about Lindsey? You're not just going to let her go without a fight, are you? That's not the stand-up guy I know."
"I can't fight alone. She has been sending mixed signals as to whether or not she wants to be my girlfriend. Lindsey seems to be a different person when Melissa is not around. But when I broach the subject of leaving her sister's employment to do something for herself, I hit a brick wall."
Spencer dropped his head into his hands, feeling worse than ever. "I don't think what we had was anything more than just a fling."
"That's poo and you know it." Spencer's mother narrowed her eyes at her son as a scowl appeared. "Or maybe you don't know it. But I saw the way Lindsey looked at you, and I saw the way you looked at her. That was no fling. And if you're too stupid to realize it, I'm sitting here telling you. That way you have no one to blame but yourself if you don't go after her."
"I can't just pick up and leave!" he snapped before forcing himself to calm down. "I have a business to run. This workshop is my livelihood and I can't abandon it."
"I think you can take a short vacation. They say LA is lovely this time of the year."
"But..."
"Butt is what I'm going to kick if you don't start packing right away. I don't want to hear another word about it," his mother said as he opened his mouth to argue, and she raised a warning finger at him. "I mean it. Not another word."
CHAPTER 18
Melissa spent the next day laying low in her hotel room. It was nice to enjoy some free time despite the paparazzi camping out on the street. It felt like an extension of their time out in Middletown.
Melissa's agent, manager, and publicist, did everything trying to reach her, but she didn't want anything to do with them right now... or ever. She'll talk to them when she was ready and on her own terms.
Lindsey and Mel decided that an open letter to her fans on her website and social media was the perfect thing to do to reach them directly and tell them about what really happened. They spent half the day writing and rewriting it so it would be perfect. It was going to be a personal message from Mel to her fans, in her own words.
"It feels good to take control of my life, to be in charge of my image," Mel said typing away at the laptop on her lap.
For an answer, Lindsey just smiled. She missed Spencer. She missed the person she'd been when they'd been together. She missed the way he made her feel on the inside.
"Have you heard from him?" Mel asked her sister, raising her eyes from the screen.
Lindsey sucked in a breath. At least she was thoughtful enough not to mention his name.
"No," Lindsey turned away from Mel and blinked away the tears that threatened to overwhelm her again. Things between the two of them had been under some kind of truce since they left Middletown, but Lindsey knew there was a conversation coming about the elephant in the room and she dreaded it.
"We need to focus on looking for a new team. People who have your best interests at heart," Lindsey finally said to her sister."
"I'll deal with my heart later," she thought. She had become really good at procrastinating her personal life.
Melissa nodded. "I agree. I think the letter and the announcement of my new team should come together. If the letter comes first, they'll try to book me on every show to talk about it. They'll probably ambush me to meet Brandon again on the air. Anything to garner extra attention," Melissa said, unable to hide her sarcasm. "I realized they're not the best people to have in my corner," with a sigh, she added, "I honestly don't know if they ever were. Brandon recommended them to me when I started my acting career. That alone should have been a red flag."
Lindsey's phone vibrated, and she glanced down to see Hilda Bohan's name flashing on the caller ID.
"I need to take this. It's Hilda Bohan. She is said to one of the best agents in the business."
"You trust her?" Mel asked her sister.
Lindsey nodded. "I do, actually. She's Cassandra's agent."
"That's good enough for me. Hire her to represent me. I want to talk with her about the letter. Tell her to call me when everything is settled." She smiled at Lindsey and added, "Guess I'd better go tell Carl and Al they're fired."
She picked up her phone and dialed Carl Carson's number.
"Mel, why weren't you taking my calls? Are you crazy?" he yelled instead of answering with a normal greeting. "What the hell is going on?"
"I'm about to tell you as soon as you stop yelling at me," Melissa said evenly, forcing herself to stay strong.
He groaned. "What is it?"
"You're fired." She enjoyed saying that so much.
"Excuse me?" he shrieked.
"I'm pretty sure you heard me," Melissa said firmly, her inner confidence growing and building upon itself. "My lawyer has sent you an e-mail asking to terminate our business relationship effective immediately."
He breathed harshly into the phone line, and knowing what was coming, she pulled it from her ear.
"I made you what you are, Mel! Good luck getting any work in this city again! You're an idiot. An idiot who will be out of work," he screamed before hanging up.
Instead of feeling nervous or worried about his threats, Melissa instantly felt relieved. Her shoulders lightened as the load she subconsciously carried lessened.
Dialing Al Jenkins while she was still brimming with confidence, she listened as the phone beeped each time it rang, signaling that he was on the other line. When his voice mail clicked on, she left a message.
"Hi, Al, this is Mel. As of today, I will no longer be requiring your services. You should have an e-mail detailing our termination clause in your in-box from my lawyer. Thank
you for your time and help over the years. I wish you the best." And with that, she ended the call and danced in the room, freedom filling her from the inside out.
After her dance party, Mel pulled open her laptop to read over the draft of her open letter one last time before sending it to her new agent for review. She attached it to a quick e-mail telling her that she was officially on the market for a new agent and asking if she would be willing to represent her.
Dear Friends,
There has been a lot of speculation about where I've been the past weeks. Since returning to LA, I've been bombarded with questions, accusations, and unkind words, brutal reminders of the reality of this business that I otherwise normally love.
You have no idea how hard it is to read such utter lies about yourself printed everywhere for everyone to read. Worse than the made-up stories is the fact that people believe them... a lot of people. And that's why I'm here, writing this letter to you now. I needed to talk to you the way friends do, and I wanted to be the one to do it, not a publicist or an agent or manager, but me.
The truth is that my father died of a heart attack a few weeks ago. My mother needed me and my sister with her and I didn't want to turn my father's last goodbye into a media circus. I'm human, just like you, and sometimes I wanted to cry and be there for my loved ones without having flashes blinding me to get a picture of my tears, or answer all kinds of stupid questions, like 'how I feel'.



And frankly, that's exactly what I did.
I grew up in a tiny town. Part of me is still there, and I think it always will be. In this tiny town in the North, I'm known as Melissa Carpenter, daughter and friend, instead of Mel Dawn, Hollywood actress.
To be honest, sometimes I crave normalcy with every fiber of my being. A normalcy that I never seem to get. A normalcy that I've decided to fight for because this is my life and I want to be the one in charge of it.
I understand that my father's death happened during the end of my relationship with Brandon and that some people might have connected both events, but they are not related. I wish Brandon well, but I'd never hurt myself or do something stupid for someone like him. He's not worth it. Trust me, I know him well.
I did what I needed to do. My mother needed me without the media circus around me. I didn't disappear because I hated myself after what Brandon did, or because I couldn't get over him (I am SO over him, for the record). I'm not pregnant and I most certainly did not try to kill myself. Why anyone would even take lightly something so serious is beyond me. Suicide isn't a joke, and I don't think that the press should be able to throw that type of accusation around whenever it suits them.
I'm sorry that I disappeared without a trace and made some of you worry about me. Please forgive me for causing you any distress as that was never my intention. And please understand that escaping the chaos that surrounded me for a little while was exactly what I needed to do for me, for my mother, for my family, and my friends back in town.
These have been the most incredible ten years of my life, and I wouldn't change a thing. But it's time to expand my horizons a little. I'm not quitting acting, so please don't think that, I'm just starting a new phase in my life and my career.
I hope you'll stick around. I love you all so much!
Sincerely and with respect,
Melissa
Mel's cell phone rang within minutes with her new agent's name on the caller ID. "Hi, Hilda. Welcome to my team. Did you have a chance to read the letter?
"Hi, Mel. I'm honored and thrilled at the same time. It's perfect. I wouldn't change a thing," her new agent said. "Did you get the e-mail with the contracts?"
"I did. They should be headed back to you right after my lawyer looks them over."
"Perfect. One last thing. You can either publish your letter now, or you can wait until you get your website updated with your new agent's contact information. It's up to you," Hilda said, all business, and Melissa liked it.
"I'll make sure my website contact information is updated before I post it."
"I'm excited to work with you, Mel!"
"Me too," Mel said before hanging up.
And she truly was. This would be the first time she was standing up for herself, speaking her piece in a way that no one could take away from her, not the press, not Brandon, not Carl Carson, not anyone. There would be no reading it wrong or getting the wrong idea, no misinformation because it would have come straight from her.
CHAPTER 19
"Your phone has been ringing since the letter was posted on your social media accounts," Lindsey informed her sister. "Screenshots of the letter are currently going viral. The comments of your fans are overwhelmingly supportive."
Mel turned on her phone, noticing the insane amount of missed calls, text messages, and e-mails. A big part of the messages was from the press wanting further comment about her open letter, some were from her ex-agent, her ex-manager, and her ex-publicist. She blocked their numbers and let her lawyer deal with them.
"I'll go to get some coffee," Lindsey said to her sister.
"You know how I like it!" Mel yelled to her sister before she could leave her room.
Lindsey just waved to her sister. She didn't mind going out for a while. She was badly in need of some me-time.
As she stepped out of the elevator and into the lobby, she was shocked by Spencer's familiar blue eyes looking back at her from the concierge desk. He was speaking to him softly, but she couldn't make out the words.
Lindsey stopped in her tracks and pinched herself to make sure she was awake.
Spencer saw Lindsey and waved at her. She would have never imagined that Lindsey could look so beautiful, but she did.
He moved to close the space between them. It felt like watching a romantic movie where the beautiful couple is running in slow motion toward each other through a golden, sunlit field.
Spencer was here! My God, what does that mean?
"Spencer, what are you doing here?"
He saw the huge smile on Lindsey's face, and couldn't help but smile back.
"You left Middletown in such a rush, that I didn't have a chance to say goodbye. So, I thought I could take a week off from work and visit you, this is okay, right?" Spencer asked.
Lindsey smiled at him. "Yes, of course it's okay! I'm glad you came," she added quickly. "I was going to get some coffee, would you like to join me?"
"Sure. I'd love to."
"Are you really here?" she asked through her shock.
"Yes, I am," Spencer couldn't stop smiling.
"How did you find us?"
"I just followed the paparazzi," he said half-jokingly. "It's crazy out there. I was almost blinded by the flashes. How do you deal with paparazzi attention and the media circus?"
"In the beginning, it was a bit of a shock, mind-boggling. I don't like when they get in your face. It's scary and frightening especially if you are not used to it. The sad reality is that, after a while, you learn to live with it."
"I could never get used to something like this."
Spencer looked at Lindsey. She looked torn. He squeezed her hand, sensing her sadness at his words.
"Follow me," Lindsey finally said.
She led him down cobblestone walkways and through palm trees and shade created by stockade fencing. Most had flower arrangements hanging off of them, creating a nice oasis of tranquility.
He tried to picture himself walking down this path with a bag of groceries and living in a hotel room. He couldn't. His heart was in Middletown and he wasn't about to give up his peaceful, quiet life for anything or anyone. Not even Lindsey.
They left the hotel through a back door to avoid the press.
"I'm so sorry I left Middletown like I did, Spence. I wanted to say goodbye to you and thank you for the great time we spent together. But Mel's crazy world caught up with us," Lindsey cautiously said as they walked through Sunset Boulevard. "I'm sorry I wasn't strong enough to fight for us. However, something good came from our visit to Middletown. Mel is doing some positive changes in her career; she fired all her staff and hired a new agent."
"Was it because of what happened in Middletown?" Spencer asked.
"No, that was the straw the broke the camel's back, but it was long overdue."
"What about you? Did something positive came for you?"
Lindsey blushed and shrugged.
"There's something I need to tell you..." Spencer went on.
"Go ahead."
"I came to LA looking for you. I think what we have is worth fighting for. I want you in my life. The time I spend with you was the best time I've had in years. Is there a chance you and I...?" he pleaded as he lifted her head to look at him.
"You and I... what?" Lindsey asked, willing herself not to cry.
I don't want to live without you."
Her body reacted to his words, but her mind held out.
"I do care for you," Lindsey responded softly. She looked into his eyes. "Spence, my situation hasn't changed. One minute we're good and then things get crazy. I wish life came with a manual... I could use one now. Mel still wants you back in her life."
Spence shook his head.
"But I don't want her in mine! I don't know how to make it any clearer to her. I want to be with you, not her. I shouldn't have to sell myself to you. You either like me or you don't. Are you telling me you don't feel about me the same way I feel about you?"
She took his hands in hers and squeezed them, "This has nothing to do with how I feel about you. Of course I have feelings for you. Strong feelings. I can see myself falling in love with you, and as much as I'm trying not to, it's not working," she said, swallowing past what felt like a huge lump in her throat.
"Then, if you feel the same way I do, why don't you give us a chance?" he pleaded.
It hurt to see him like this. Her heart wanted her to leap into his arms and tell him they'd work it all out and things would be fine, but her head refused to allow that.
"Let's play a bit of reversed roles here. What if it was me asking you to leave Middletown, your workshop, your business, your parents and come to live with me here in LA?"
Spencer wanted to live in Hollywood as much as he wanted to see a dentist.
"We could have a life together here," she teased him.
"I doubt it with your sister bitching around," he thought.
Spencer didn't answer right away. While Hollywood and this ridiculous scene might not be his most favorite thing in the world, he'd realized that Lindsey was. Maybe if he stayed for a while and worked on their relationship Lindsey would reconsider her decision.
"I'm willing to spend some time here with you."
She was worth all the bullshit he would have to go through just to be with her.
She gave him a little smile. "You will? Great!"
They entered a Starbucks, Lindsey bought a coffee for her sister and they walked back to the hotel using the back door again.
Aaron was waiting for them at the back door.
"Mr. Allen is pulling up," he announced.
"Mr. Allen? You mean Brandon?" Lindsey said with a shriek.
The bodyguard nodded. "Yes, Ms. Carpenter. That is most certainly his car and I was warned by hotel security he might show up."
Spencer turned around to see a sporty black Porsche pull up at the end of the alley.
The door opened and Brandon Allen climbed out. Spencer hadn't expected to see him again so soon. Or ever, for that matter.
Brandon walked the back street. Stood in front of Spencer and Lindsey and smirked at them.
"A welcome committee! How thoughtful of you," he pulled off his sunglasses. "Did you hire farmer boy as a bell boy?"
Spencer squinted at him.
"What the hell are you doing here, country boy? Did you come all the way to LA to shag Mel again? She can be quite addictive."
Instinctively, Spencer straightened his spine and pulled back his shoulders, reminding Brandon just how much taller and bigger he was than him. "Shag Mel? What the hell are you even talking about? The real question is what are you doing here. I'm pretty sure Mel doesn't want to see you."
"Miss Dawn gave me strict instructions. She does not want to see you, Mr. Allen," Aaron confirmed Spencer's words, and he tried to hide the smart-aleck grin that spread across his face.
Brandon looked Spencer straight in the eye. "It's good that you're here. I'll make sure the paparazzi know her old boyfriend is in town and how heartbroken I am that Mel left me for you." He started dialing on his cell phone before putting it to his ear, and Spencer took it from his hand and smashed it on the floor.
"How has everyone not seen through your act yet?"
Brandon sneered before looking him up and down. "Because I bring fun and excitement to their pathetic, small lives. That's why they are obsessed with us. We act like a drug. They can't have enough of us.
"Everything that happened lately was a charade. Carl Carson came with the idea of me cheating on Mel and leaking the video to the media. We break up and she is heartbroken. Then I apologize to her and beg for her forgiveness and we are together again. Best publicity stunt ever. The public and the media ate up the whole thing!"
"You're disgusting!" Lindsey exclaimed.
Brandon smiled and winked at her.
"Your sister didn't think the same when I was in bed with her," he snickered as he pulled his black sunglasses over his eyes.
"What did you say?" Spencer practically spat in his face.
"Easy, lover boy. Just stating a fact, good girls love bad boys. You can't erase the history I have with Mel. You're nothing, country boy. You never were. She went to bed with me as soon as she met me. And as soon as you're gone, I'll be the one fucking Mel every night just like I did before. I might even persuade her lovely young sister and assistant to join us in a threesome," Brandon extended his hand trying to reach Lindsey but she flinched. "Nice little tits, and I bet she's tight..."
Spencer saw red. Everything around him blurred except for Brandon and his shit-eating grin. Spencer pulled his arm back and swung, the sound of his knuckles meeting jaw echoing in the otherwise empty alley. Brandon's head practically spun around on his shoulders as he reached up and cupped his face.
"Say another word like that about Lindsey and I'll hit you till your face turns as black as your soul!" Spencer glared at Brandon as he tried to smile, but grunted with the pain instead.
"Thanks for that. You're real good at giving me ammunition, country boy," Brandon said before he turned and ran out like the little coward he really was.
Turning toward Lindsey, the reality of what he'd just done hit him like a tsunami wave as he looked down at his already bruising hand.
"Did I just completely screw it all up? Did I ruin everything?"
Aaron shrugged. "I've wanted to do that for a long time now."
His unexpected response made Spencer chuckle. "Hit Brandon?"
"Yes, Sir."
"So, now what? How long until that's reported?"
"I'd say he's probably talking with the reporters at the front of the hotel. I have the whole conversation on my recorder," Lindsey said, and she took out a voice-activated recorder from her pocket. "Very useful thing. I never leave my room without it."
CHAPTER 20
"We need to take Mr. Spencer out of here asap," Aaron said. Lindsey nodded in agreement.
Her years working as her sister's assistant had turned her into a resourceful, inventive, and adaptable person.
She punched a number on her phone. There was only one person she could trust with Spencer's safety.
"Hi, Cassandra?"
"Hey, girlfriend, I heard you were back in LA, I know I said it before, but I'm sorry for your loss. I never met your father but I know how much you loved him. How are you feeling?"
"Thank you, Cassie. I'm as a fine as I can be. Listen, we'll catch up later, now I'm in the middle of a situation and I need your help."
"What have you done?"
"Not me but a good friend of mine. He's from my hometown..."
"And you brought him here with you! It was about time!" Cassandra approved.
Lindsey blushed, "What? No, there's nothing going on between Spencer and me..." Spencer let out an involuntary grunt." "But he needs a place to stay off the radar while I think of a way of sorting a tricky situation out."
"You know you can count on me. What happened?"
"He might have hit Brandon," Lindsey said lowering her voice.
Cassandra laughed at the other end of the line, which eased Lindsey's anxiety a bit.
"Good. I'm sure Brandon deserved it. I already like your friend."
They talked for a short while, Lindsey nodded from time to time, at some point she mentioned Starbucks, and finally, she called, "Spencer?"
He turned to find Lindsey holding her phone out toward him.
"It's Cassandra. She wants to talk with you."
"Cassandra wants to talk with me?" he asked as he took the phone she offered him. "Who is she?"
"A good friend of mine. I trust her with my life."
"Hello?"
"Hello, there. You just became my hero. How hard did you punch the asshole?" a young woman's voice asked.
"Errr... I'm not sure. It was a good punch."
"Good. Listen. Go to the Starbucks where you were with Lindsey before. Can you reach there?"
"Yes, I can."
"I'm coming to get you in ten minutes." Then she hung up.
A little numb with surprise, Spencer handed the phone back to Lindsey. "She's bossy."
Lindsey laughed. "That she is. But it suits her. Look, I have to go back and update Mel on everything that happened. Don't worry, we have a great lawyer and Brandon is not the best-liked person right now. I'm sure a lot of people feel like you did a public service punching him. We'll use my recording to prove you were provoked if necessary."
"Thank you, Linds. And I'm sorry for all the trouble I caused... but when he said those horrible things about you..."
Lindsey placed a hand on Spencer's cheek and caressed it with her thumb. "I know."
She disappeared inside the hotel and Aaron followed her.
Spencer walked out of the back street and braced himself for what was to come.
CHAPTER 21
Cassandra arrived shortly after Spencer reached the coffee shop.
He had no problem recognizing her. She exited her ridiculously overpriced car, her blond hair blowing in the breeze. Being a young actress in Hollywood sure had its perks.
She raised her sunglasses and narrowed her eyes at him. "Spencer?"
"That's me. Cassandra?"
"Hi, Spence," she said before hugging him. "So you hit Brandon." It wasn't a question.
Spencer shrugged. "Allegedly."
Cassandra grabbed his hand and inspected his knuckles.
"Allegedly, my ass. Good thing Lindsey can think quickly on her feet. You are coming with me."
"Okay," Spencer said with a short shrug. He had no idea what Lindsey and Cassandra were up to but he didn't have many choices left.
Cassandra climbed into her car and opened the passenger's door for him.
"Hurry, before the paparazzi realize you're not at the hotel and start looking for you."
Spencer went into her car and they speed away.
"Where are we going?" he asked as she drove deftly through city traffic.
"To my place. Open the glove compartment." She pointed, and he did as she asked. "There's a pair of sunglasses in there. Put them on."
"Did anyone ever tell you you're bossy?"
Her face lit up. "Am I?"
"Yes."
She glanced over and smiled, then turned her gaze back to the road.
Spencer stared out at the ocean scenery whipping past them as Cassandra drove. It was beautiful. Mesmerized by the waves crashing against the shore, he could understand why so many people liked to live here.
"How come you're in LA?"
"I'm sure you can figure that out," he teased gently, hoping to lighten the mood.
"Well, it's about time Lindsey did something for herself. I mean, seriously, how long was she planning to live under her sister's clutches?
Spencer burst out laughing. "Bossy and direct. I like you."
"Hold on," she warned before turning the wheel sharply to the right. They cruised through a residential neighborhood and pulled up to a house, unlike anything he'd ever seen before in his life.
The large iron gates swung open as she pulled her car inside, then ground to a halt before shutting with a groan when she pressed a button on her rearview mirror.
"Is this your house?" he asked in awe.
"Mine and Alan's," she said offhandedly as if he should know who she referred to.
Spencer followed her inside.
"Babe, is that you?" a guy's voice shouted from somewhere deeper in the house.
"No. It's a robber," Cassandra called out with a giggle as Spencer followed behind her, unsure where they were headed.
"Do you have him?"
Spencer stumbled to a halt as Alan rounded the corner, his face instantly familiar, and he wanted to smack himself for not realizing who Cassandra had been referring to. He had been part of Teenage Dreams too.
"I'm Alan. It's nice to meet you, Man," he extended his hand toward Spencer and he automatically reached for it. Alan glanced at Spencer's hand, noticing the bruising around the knuckles.
"You need ice," he said with a chuckle. "It's about time someone beat the shit out of Brandon."



He cocked a grin at Spencer as he pulled open the freezer and tossed him an ice pack. "Beer?"
"Definitely. After the way your girlfriend drives." Spencer jerked his thumb in Cassandra's direction, and she snarled at him.
"Tell me about it," he joked. "We don't let her out of the house much." When Cassandra smacked Alan's head in response, he shot back, "What? It's the truth."
Alan pulled two bottles of beer from the fridge and popped the tops, handing Spencer one.
Spencer took a swig and swallowed it hard. "Thanks."
"I've always wanted to hit Brandon. I'm so jealous. What did he do?"
"Said some shitty things about Lindsey... and Mel too."
Cassandra sneered. "I hate him so much."
She took a long look at Spencer and asked, "How long have you known Lindsey?"
"Since we were kids. We grew up together. Melissa and I were dating back then. Then, when she came to California and cheated on me with Brandon, Lindsey was there for me. She listened and supported me. We became good friends till she left town to work for Melissa. When Lindsey went back to Middletown for her father's funeral I reconnected with her and the old feelings came rushing back. I thought we had something going, but when that guy Carson appeared with Brandon..."
"Oh, I hate him too. Such a sleazebag. Good thing Mel got rid of him. You should hit him too," Cassie exclaimed.
Both guys laughed.
"When Lindsey came back to LA, I..." Spencer blushed. He still possessed an innocence that allowed him to open his heart to strangers.
"You followed her..." Cassandra completed the sentence.
"Yeah, I don't want her out of my life."
"Smart man. You picked the good sister this time. I love Mel but she can be a bit..."
"Selfish?"
"Yeah, sit down, please." Cassandra indicated a couch with a wave of her hand. She sat down on another couch and remained deep in thought for a long time.
"First of all, I heard how Linds talked about you while she was in Middletown. She likes you, she really really likes you."
Spencer's insides warmed with that revelation, even if he had already hoped for it to be true. "Good, because I like her a lot and I want to be with her."
Cassandra's smile grew bigger.
"Well, that will help things. We already know how you feel about Brandon, which is another point for you."
The mere mention of that douche's name soured Spencer's mood. "I want to kick the living shit out of that guy. He's lucky I only hit him once."
"I call dibs on the next Brandon beat down," Alan said seriously as he turned toward Cassandra and jerked his head to Spencer. "I like this guy."
"So, what do you plan on doing about Lindsey?" Cassandra asked.
Spencer shook his head. "I don't know."
"Did you really come out here without any sort of plan at all? Nothing? Just thought you'd show up and be all hot looking," she waved a hand in his general direction, "and she'd fall at your feet?"
"So, your girlfriend thinks I'm hot?" Spencer directed the question toward Alan.
"So I heard."
"Will you two stop the bromance already," Cassandra said with a frown. "Your plan?"
"I didn't come here with a plan. I just wanted to spend time with her and give our love a chance."
Cassandra made a reproving sound with her mouth.
"You've seen too many romantic movies. How has that worked out for you?" she asked, cocking her head to one side.
"Not great," Spencer admitted. "She'd rather remain in her sister's shadow, instead of taking a chance with me. That's the core of the problem."
"Fortunately for you, you have me in your corner." Cassandra rubbed her hands together. "I have a brilliant idea. Hear me out before you say no, okay?" Cassandra's tone had turned serious.
Alan raised his eyebrows and took another sip of beer. "I know that expression. This is going to be good."
She outlined the details of her idea, excitedly going through each point one by one.
When she finished, Spencer looked over at Alan, feeling a brotherly bond with him already. "You think this is a good idea?"
"I do, actually. It's sort of brilliant if you're up for it."
"I think I could pull it off." Taking another swig of beer, Spencer added, "I hope."
"You can do it," Alan reassured him.
It was something completely out of his comfort zone, but he was willing to do it.
"And you think it will work?"
"Hell yes, it'll work. Lindsey is a romantic at heart, and she'll never expect this from you. She knows that this will be a totally uncharacteristic thing for you to do, so she'll melt over it," she added. "The fact that we'll kick Brandon's ass in the process is just the icing on the cake."
Spencer nodded in agreement, praying this would be enough. "Why are you helping me?"
Her expression softened. "Because I love my best friend, and I know she wants to be with you, even if she doesn't want to admit it. She and her sister are going through a lot of stuff right now, and she's trying so hard to be strong in every aspect. I'm proud of her, but this thing with you... I think she would regret it eventually if she let you walk away."
CHAPTER 22
Lindsey's head was confused. She didn't know what the right thing to do was when it came to Spencer. She wanted him in her life the second she saw him.
Her phone started to ring with Cassandra's ringtone and she reached for it.
"Hello? Cassie? Is everything okay?"
"Turn on Channel Six right now."
"What now?" Nerves coursed through Lindsey's body at what she assumed was more bad news. Probably some cockamamie story Brandon was telling the press about Spencer and her." Mel can't take any more bad press, Cassandra."
"Lindsey Anne Carpenter, turn on Channel Six this instant before I hunt you down and hurt you!" she screamed into the phone before hanging up on her.
"Apparently we need to turn on Channel Six," Lindsey told Melissa before looking around the room for the remote.
She switched to the right channel and felt the color drain her face immediately.
"Oh my God, is that Spencer?" Mel asked as Lindsey all but fell back onto the couch.
Spencer looked incredibly hot in a navy blue suit as he sat across from Ashlee Yang, a well-known entertainment reporter with golden skin and long dark hair.
"What is he doing on TV?" Lindsey breathed out to no one in particular, knowing how uncomfortable he had to be.
She pumped the volume up until she could hear Spencer loud and clear. She recognized the candles adorning the wall behind him, along with the other artwork that barely showed in the television frame. He was at Cassandra's house. Reaching for one of the couch pillows, Lindsey pulled it to her stomach and squeezed it against her.
Ashlee smiled at Spencer and asked, "Would you care to clear up the rumors about you and Mel cheating long before Brandon ever did?"
Spencer wet his lip and answered in a calm and collected voice, "Melissa and I have known each other since we were kids. We dated in high school. She left our town to try her luck in California ten years ago. I reconnected with Mel and Lindsey a few weeks ago at their father's funeral service, when she and Brandon had already broken up because he cheated on her. Even so, nothing happened between us. If Brandon says otherwise, he is lying. I think everyone knows the kind of person he is. Every time he opens his mouth, he gives people a new reason to dislike him."
"Why did you hit him?"
"What? Spencer hit Brandon? When had they even seen each other? Why didn't you tell me?" Melissa turned to look at her sister.
"I was busy talking with the lawyer and Cassie. I'll explain everything to you later."
Spencer shifted on his couch, cleared his throat, and said, "I hit him because he said horrible things about Lindsey and Mel. The kind of things a gentleman should never say about a lady. But we all know Brandon is not a gentleman but a douche."
"We have an exclusive recording of the event," Ashlee announced.
A photo of a drunken Brandon Allen filled the screen while the recording was played on air.
"How has everyone not seen through your act yet?"
"Because I bring fun and excitement to their pathetic, small lives. That's why they are obsessed with us. We act like a drug. They can't have enough of us.
"Everything that happened lately was a charade. Carl Carson came with the idea of me cheating on Mel and leaking the video to the media. We break up and she is heartbroken. Then I apologize to her and beg for her forgiveness and we are together again. Best publicity stunt ever. The public and the media ate up the whole thing!"
"You're disgusting!" a caption read Lindsey Carpenter's voice.
"Your sister didn't think the same when I was in bed with her..."
"Wow! This is breaking news!" Ashlee exclaimed with excitement. "I suppose this was the moment when you punched him."
"Well, he got even nastier for a couple of more minutes... he said he would do naughty things to Lindsey... and then I punched him."
"So you admit to assaulting him, which is what Brandon is claiming."
"No, I admit to punching him. Once. In the jaw.
"Would you do it again?"
"If he talks about Lindsey the way he did then yes, I would. I was defending my friend's honor. A true man stands up for what's right. I don't understand why you all are taking his side."
"We don't take Brandon's side," Ashlee defended herself.
"It sure seems that way. Well, not you particularly, but the press in general."
"Well, I'm sorry we've given you that impression, Spencer. Brandon tends to speak out a lot."
"He's a liar and he's conniving. He gets pleasure out of throwing innocent people under the bus to save his own skin. Brandon is the type of guy who only cares about himself, and he doesn't mind who he hurts in the process."
"Are you referring to Mel or yourself?"
Spencer looked straight at the camera. "Whatever lie Brandon might say about me won't hurt me. People at home know me and they know the kind of man I am. But I don't like him hurting my friends, or anyone else, with the stories he tells. When he gets caught doing something wrong, he can't own up to it. He doesn't apologize. Instead, he makes up a story and hides behind it. That's what cowards do."
Ashlee Yang was nodding to every word Spencer was saying, "A lot of people feel the same way that you do about Brandon. But let's move on. How did you meet Mel?"
"As I told you before, we grew up together in Middletown, a small town in the Northwest."
"And now you're here in Los Angeles. Why exactly?"
"I came here looking for Lindsey, Mel's sister and assistant."
"Why? Are you and Lindsey in love?"
Spencer looked straight at the camera when he said, "Well, I'm in love with her. And I know she feels the same way about me. But it's complicated."
"Why do you say that?"
"Because Lindsey is committed to her job as Mel's assistant. And she's willing to sacrifice everything for her sister, even her own happiness. So I came looking for her hoping she would give our love a chance."
Lindsey's heart skipped a beat at his very public declaration. Of course, Spencer had made that very statement to her a few hours ago in the back alley, but this was on national television for the whole country to see and hear. Including everyone back in their hometown.
Ashlee Yang smiled at Spencer, who was red as a boiled lobster, "I'm sure it can't be easy for a small-town boy like you to confess your love in such a public way, Spencer."
He laughed. "I am. And no, it's not easy. But Lindsey is worth it. She's the kind of girl you fight for and pray she'll choose you."
The camera zoomed in a close-up on Ashlee's face. "I hope all the guys across the country are taking notes tonight because this is how you do it. Good luck, Spencer."
Mel snuggled at her sister's side. "I'm sorry, Linds. I should have known better. I knew from the moment I went to bed with Brandon that Spencer and I were never getting back together. I kept thinking that by some miracle the two of us would end up together like he would show up and say he can't live without me. But I know that what we had is long over. The only reason I acted like a jealous bitch is because someone else wanted you instead of me. And not just any someone, but Spence."
Mel squeezed her sister in a tight hug.
"I should have told you about my feelings for Spencer," Lindsey confessed to her sister.
"Why did you keep it from me?" Even as Mel asked the question, she knew the answer. "Did you think I wouldn't be happy for you because I've royally screwed up with Spence?"
"Yeah, something like that," Lindsey admitted.
"Well, you're right," Mel said and both sisters laughed. "But I'm happy he's staying in the family. Spence is one of the finest men I know. I was an idiot doing what I did to him."
They hugged each other tight and shed tears of happiness.
"I have to go," Lindsey said as tears streamed down her face.
"Yes, you do. Go and get your man. And bring him over here for dinner!" she shouted after her as her sister ran out of the room.
CHAPTER 23
After pulling to a screeching stop in Cassandra's driveway, Lindsey all but sprinted inside the front doors. The camera crews had already packed up and gone, but she could hear the sound of Spencer and Alan's voices filling the air as she rushed through the house.
"Spencer!" she shouted as the sound of a chair scooting across the tile floor hit her ears.
"Lindsey!"
They both rounded corners at the same time and stopped at opposite sides of the kitchen.
"Are you mad at me?" Spencer said, then took a tentative step toward Lindsey.
She bolted toward him and surprised him by jumping into his waiting arms. Wrapping her legs around his waist, she squeezed him as tightly as she could.
"I can't believe you declared your love for me on national TV," she said softly against his neck.
Spencer shivered, and Lindsey smiled to herself as his grip on her tightened. He pulled his head back, his eyes meeting hers.
"Cassandra thought it would be a good idea to make a big gesture. She and Alan helped me a lot. They are great."
"Yeah, we did and we are," Cassandra shouted from somewhere in the dining room. "Alan and I want to be the godparents of your first kid."
Spencer rested his forehead against hers, a smile on his lips. "I love you, Linds."
"I love you too," she admitted for the first time as her heart clicked into place, making her feel whole. "I'm so sorry it took me so long to get my head out of my ass."
"Lindsey, I meant every word I said. You're worth it. I was ready to fight for you and do whatever it took to win your love."
"Shut up and kiss me."
"Yes, Ma'am."
Spencer crushed his lips against hers, all his feelings pouring out as their mouths melted into one. Lindsey kissed him back with passion, for all the nights she had dreamed of him, wishing they were together.
Spencer lowered her gently to the counter, his hands never breaking contact with her body, their mouths still connected.
"Jeez, get a room already," Alan pretended to complain as he walked past them.
They pulled apart, smiles on both their faces. "Maybe we can christen the guest room?" Lindsey asked loud enough for Cassandra to hear, and she groaned.
"Damn it, Linds, we had just remodeled it to new!"
"Would you take me home?" She looked up at Spencer. He looked happier and more relaxed than she had ever seen him.
"Home? Like the hotel?" he asked her.
"No, Spence. Home like Middletown. Our home."
EPILOGUE:
Brandon dropped the assault charges after the Ashlee Yang show was aired. He delivered a public apology that no one believed. Too little too late, as they say.
When people heard the recording, it was Brandon open season. The newspaper aired all the dirty laundry they had collected about him over the years.
The final nail in the coffin came a couple of days later when Mel revealed details of her relationship with him and Carl Carson and explained why she decided to fire her old team and hire a new one. After that, Brandon and Carson were on the top of the list of the most hated people in Hollywood.
Hiring Hilda Bohan had been the best career decision Mel had ever made. Under her expert management, Mel's acting career flourished. She got more serious and daring roles. Her performance in her next movie got the attention of the critics and the public.
Spencer and Lindsey stayed in LA for three more weeks, till Lindsey was satisfied with Mel's new assistant. They both promised to visit Mel as often as they could before flying back to Middletown.
Spencer's parents and Lindsey's mother were waiting for them at the airport and a long queue of cars and trucks followed them home. The couple was given a celebrity welcome when they arrived at Middletown.
It didn't take long for the press to find out exactly where Middletown was. Fans, camera crews, and reporters, took over the small town by assault. Spencer freaked out, feeling responsible for ruining the people's quiet lives, but the truth was that he helped give the old town new life.
Laura and Percy's Bed and Breakfast was filled to capacity on most weekends, thanks to the busloads of tourists that wanted to know Mel Dawn's birthplace and Spencer's workshop.
Spencer and Lindsey moving in together might have seemed crazy to some, too soon to others, but it felt right to them. It still does.
Waking up in Spencer's arms each morning is the highlight of Lindsey's day.
Spencer's furniture company did more business in the next months than he had done in the last years.
Lindsey took charge of the sales process. One of the first things she did was use her long list of contacts to promote their furniture. LA snobs loved them.
Very soon, they had more orders than they could handle. Spencer hired some help and expanded his business, but, at some point, he refused to become a mass-production store.
They would never be rich, but they were certainly happy.
Lindsey was admitted to the University of Portland and started attending classes in the fall. She took marketing classes at night. It was a difficult adjustment for them but somehow they made it work.
They traveled to LA as often as they could, and when they got together with Cassandra and Alan, it was always a loud and fun time.
As promised, she and Alan were the godparents of their first baby boy.
THE END
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CHAPTER 1
"Well, well, well, look what the wind brought to Middletown, Landon Petersen."
Derek Hayes engulfed the tall, muscular man standing outside his door in a bear hug.
"Did your bus arrive early? I was going to pick you up at the station."
"Yes, it did. No worries," Landon said taking a look around.
Derek was the only one who knew what his army buddy was going through.
"Welcome to our home, Landon. Come on in, and meet my beautiful wife, Bella."
Landon stepped inside the house. A beautiful girl wearing gym shorts and a tank top smiled at the visitor.
"Hi, I'm Bella. I finally get to meet the famous Landon Petersen, the man who saved my husband's life."
"Nice to meet you, Mrs. Hayes," Landon shook Bella's hand. "It's really kind of you to say that. Sorry I missed your wedding."
"It's okay, Man" said Derek. "You were deployed. Do you know? Every time I look myself in the mirror and see the huge scar on my face I wonder how come my wife doesn't run scared?"
Bella hugged her husband's waist and said, "You know I love you for who you are, my gentle giant."
Bella smiled at Derek, and he kissed her lovingly. Landon looked at them with a pang of envy.
"I hope I'm not imposing," Landon said when they broke the kiss.
"You're not imposing at all, Bro," Derek said with a laugh. "After all, I'm the one who talked you into coming to Middletown."
"Thank you," the effort to act normal was taking a toll on Landon.
"So, Landon, how long are you staying in Middletown?" Bella asked.
Landon shrugged. "I'm not sure, a while I suppose."
The tone of Landon's voice was light, but his eyes were empty. The effort to make small talk was wearing him out.
Derek changed the subject. "Do you want to visit our gym? We were just heading there."
"Sure." Suddenly all the lightness in his face, in his voice disappeared as the darkness of recollection assailed him. He was lucky not to have bled to death the day they were attacked. The red-hot metal had cauterized the wound. He kept seeing Derek's face destroyed by a metal splinter and the bodies of his buddies scattered around him. The scenes still haunted him.
He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. His face was pale, and there was a cold sweat on his forehead.
"Do you feel okay, Landon?" Bella asked him with concern. "Did you have breakfast? You look pale."
He nodded slowly.
"I had some breakfast at the bus terminal, Mrs. Hayes. Thank you," Landon said in a shaky voice. Truth was he had just a black coffee. He took another deep breath.
"Please, Landon, call me Bella;" she smiled at him and said, "I'll change myself, and we'll be ready to go."
As soon as his wife left, Derek lowered his voice and asked full of concern, "How are you holding up, Bro?"
Landon closed his eyes and took a deep breath as he tried to relax. "I'm on medical leave for twelve weeks. They are maintaining my health benefits. I told my commander I couldn't handle another deployment. He advised me to request a medical exam and I was diagnosed with PTSD."
Derek moved his head up and down.
"I went through the same shit myself. Are you sleeping all right?"
Landon shook his head. He was used to waking up soaked in his own sweat.
"No, not really. I got some pills from the doctor." Landon was not a fan of discussing his sleeping or any other issues he might have with anyone. Not even Derek.
"I still have some nightmares about what happened. They got better since I met Bella. Are you getting help?"
Landon looked embarrassed. "They gave me some pills and I saw a therapist for a while. It didn't help. You told me about a PTSD program in Seattle."
"Yes, that's a good one. I went there for a while after I was discharged. I'll drive you there." Derek placed a big hand on Landon's shoulder. "I'm here for you and you know it. Anything you need. I owe you my life"
"I know, Derek. Thank you. My commander said that having PTSD doesn't necessarily mean the end of my career, but I need to seek help. He said that if I seek treatment while still in military service it will protect me from getting a bad paper and being denied veterans benefits in the future."
"Are you going to stay here with us?"
Landon looked at Derek warily. "I don't think that would be a good idea. I prefer to have my own place, Derek. Preferably out of town. I'm not a good company lately. Especially at night."
"Okay. I won't push you. Whatever you need I'm your first and your last call. A good friend of ours comes to the gym in the mornings. She's a real estate agent. She'll help you to find the right place for you."
At that moment, Bella returned and the three of them headed to the gym.
CHAPTER 2
Grace McAllister held her breath, pumping again on the leg press. Her legs and calves burned. But that was good. Exercising and exhaustion was therapy, the only way she could forget her aching heart for an hour or two.
Focusing on the next rep, she ignored the man across the room doing sit-ups on the abdominal machine with Derek. He seemed to be close to Derek and Bella. Both men had been watching her for a while and whispering.
Grace pumped her legs again, sweat trickling between her breasts. If she were honest with herself, she'd admit that Derek's friend was easy on the eyes. He was at least six foot three, maybe taller. He was lean and rangy, muscle and bone, nothing extra.
Glancing toward him, she couldn't help but notice how his abs rippled beneath the sweat-dampened, white T-shirt he wore. Since she'd refused to make eye contact with him, there was no way to know what color his eyes were. But he was one sexy man.
All the more reason to avoid him like the plague. A handsome man was the reason she was here now, to put the pieces of her broken heart back together.
Tears stung her eyes. Damn it! The rage at those who'd wronged her had long since waned. Now the anger was directed at herself for being so blind, so foolish and so unable to get over it.
Six months. It had been six frigging months, and still, she couldn't even think about it without wanting to cry. The humiliation of being such a stupid, naïve, trusting idiot was too much to bear.
Her muscles protested the continued abuse, but she pressed again, lifting the heavyweights in the casing behind her. A movement caught her eye, and she stifled a groan. Derek's friend had been convinced to make his attempt to pick her up.
Without looking at him, she didn't give him a chance to speak. "Not interested." There had been a time when Grace would not have thought herself capable of being so rude.
He was clearly uncomfortable. "I'm Landon. I was with Derek, in the army. He told me I should talk with you..." his voice was soft, quiet.
Grace finished another rep before answering, panting as she released the weight. "Well, you have talked with me. You can leave."
A moment of tense silence passed before he answered, "He must have ripped your heart out."
Startled, her gaze jerked to his. Black. His eyes were black. He had the troubled eyes of a werewolf before the change. Grace swallowed hard. "What?"
He didn't smile. In fact, he seemed angry. "He cheated on you, didn't he?"
Stunned, Grace tried to form a pithy reply, but words eluded her. She hadn't talked about it with anyone, not even her brother, Steve.
His penetrating gaze held hers for several moments. Finally, she tore her gaze away, pushing again for the next rep. Exertion strained her voice as she answered. "Yeah, well, I haven't managed to get the knives out of my back yet. So, I'd appreciate it if you'd just leave me alone to lick my wounds."
"Understood, Ma'am. Sorry I bothered you..."
Grace cried out, her right calf muscle cramping into a tight ball and sending searing pain through her leg. She reached for it, tears once again filling her eyes.
Langdon didn't hesitate. Grabbing the balled muscle with both hands, he squeezed and massaged until it loosened. But even before the pain eased, Grace tingled at the feel of his hands against her bare skin. Heat radiated through her, racing through her blood, waking all her senses.
After it was obvious the cramp had eased, he released her leg. She lifted her lids and found him watching her with concern.
Grace licked her dry lips. "Thanks."
Landon swallowed, "You're welcome."
"I guess I'm done for the day." Grace grabbed her towel and stood, purposely keeping the machine between them.
Derek approached the two of them and asked Landon, "Did you ask her?"
Grace looked at Derek, "I didn't give him a chance, Derek. You know I don't want to date anyone..."
"Date?"Derek's voice made her jump. "What are you talking about, Grace?! My buddy Landon is going to stay in town for a while and he's looking for a place. I told him that you could help him. I even told him you were a nice person."
"Oh...!" Grace exclaimed and then opened her eyes with realization. "OH! So he didn't come to pick me up... I feel such a fool! I completely misread the situation."
Grace looked sincerely apologetic. "Please forgive my rudeness, Landon."
Landon gave Grace a soft smile. "It was an understandable mistake. A pretty girl like you must have a lot of guys sniffing around. Don't beat yourself up."
"You're very kind to say that, Landon. Let me give you my card. You can call me this afternoon and I'll show you some places. It's a low season, hence renting is really cheap and there's a lot to choose."
CHAPTER 3
"This cabin is a bit far out from town, a couple of miles, but the price is right and the view is beautiful," Grace explained to Landon.
"Being far from town is perfect. I don't feel comfortable around crowds," Landon explained.
He had no idea what he would do about transportation in Middletown. Probably no taxis or Uber. He only hoped he could walk most places and beg a ride for longer distances. Maybe, just maybe, he would try driving. Wouldn't be so hard on near-empty streets.
His first impression of the cabin was warmth. A large living area with expansive windows, hardwood floors and a huge fireplace. The bed was a double and looked comfortable. The headboard faced a window that framed large pine trees. The bathroom was medium size with a large walk-in shower.
Grace suddenly realized she was staring at Landon. He was moody and silent.
"The television is satellite and has a lot of stations available. You have internet service too. There's a path just to the left of the cabin that goes up the side of the mountain. There are some great views there," Grace went on.
Landon had come to Middletown, hoping the mountain air would help him get his head on straight.
"The owner wants to sell too in case you're interested. He's an old man," the realtor kept explaining.
Landon looked out through the pines to the lake. The sky was impossibly blue against the mountains, and a cool breeze was refreshing. The scent of pines and lavender perfumed the air. The vivid shades of green stood in stark contrast to the colorless rocks and sand of much of the Middle East.
Grace cocked her head. "Anything else you would like to know?"
Landon shook her head. "It's far more than I expected for the price I can pay," he explained in a lifeless voice. "I'll take it."
"Are you sure? I could show you other options..."Grace tried to steady her voice even as she was affected by the ethereal sadness in him.
"It's not necessary. I like it here." Landon took a deep breath.
"Then I'll drive you back to town to sign the paperwork and give you the keys."
Landon nodded, but there was no heart in it. He was glad Grace didn't push him. He got frustrated easily when he wasn't understood.
"Thank you."
"Then I'll drive you back with your luggage."
Landon hesitated, and Grace sensed that he was reluctant to take any help. "I don't have much," he said. "Besides, Derek and Bella invited me to dinner. I'm sure he can drive me here when we're done."
Grace was lingering. She should have already taken him back to town, but somehow she found herself wanting to stay longer and get to know Landon better.
"Well, it's official then, welcome to Middletown!" Grace chirped, walked over to Landon and hugged him. She felt him wince and realized it was a mistake.
"Sorry, we don't really do the whole shake hands approach in this town."
"Another reason to stay away," Landon mumbled under his breath.
CHAPTER 4
Bella cooked a special dinner in Landon's honor. They made small talk during dinner. Derek and Bella did most of the talking. They told Landon the story of how they met and fell in love.
After they ate, the two men sat down in the living room.
"Do you like dogs?" Derek asked Landon unexpectedly.
"Sure. Who doesn't?"Landon replied. "Never had one. Money was too tight when I was a kid, then a dog didn't really fit into army life unless it's military."
"There is a program in Seattle that matches shelter dogs with vets who have PTSD. They're trained to sense when a flashback is coming and alert their vet."
Landon hesitated. A dog? How could he take care of a dog when he could barely take care of himself right now?
Derek waited, then said gently, "You would be saving a life." He paused.
He knew Derek was trying to force him to make a decision, but the idea suddenly appealed to Landon. Loneliness was like a shroud around him. And a dog wouldn't ask questions or give sympathy or question his choices. "Would the cabin owner approve?"
Derek grinned. "Sure, man. A lot of people have pets around here."
"How much is a dog? I don't have much money."
"It's free. The dog has all its shots, is well trained and there's equipment provided, as well. A dog bed, dishes. Food. Toys. Part of the program we talked about."
Landon felt like a fish being reeled in. He didn't like being manipulated, but he knew Derek meant well.
Derek waited, as he always did. He rarely appeared to push, but in his own subtle way, that was exactly what happened.
Landon hesitated, just as he hesitated at any move forward these days. Inertia had taken over his life. Decisions were difficult if not impossible. That was entirely new for him. He had been making decisions since he was a little older than a toddler. When set on a course he could rarely be deterred.
But that was before. Now... nothing was important.
"Landon," Derek said, "Give it a try. At least talk to the trainer. See the dog. You don't have to make a decision this minute."
He shrugged and nodded his head.
CHAPTER 5
The first days at the cabin were fine, hiking steeply up through the ancient evergreen forest. As he got tired of listening to nothing but his own thoughts, it got harder.
So, when Derek called him the next Friday, offering to drive him down to Seattle to meet the dog, he accepted.
"They won't let the dog go with just anyone," Derek warned Landon on the way there. "There has to be a fit."
Landon swallowed. What if the dog rejected him? He didn't know whether that was what he wanted or not. He had decided that if it did work he was going to keep an emotional distance from the animal.
Why had he let Derek talk him into this? Now he had to make a decision.
"You're second-guessing yourself again," Derek said reading his mind. It was spooky.
"If the introduction goes well, you are expected to stay at the trainer's ranch for several days for intense training and to ensure the match will be successful."
Maybe it wouldn't be. In the past few days, he had read enough about the program to know there had to be trust on the part of both the veteran and the dog. He didn't know if he could give that.
Derek turned onto a dirt road that led to a small ranch house outside Seattle. There were also stables, an oblong building with a chimney, kennels, and a fenced-in area. Several dogs came to the fence and barked as Derek parked the car.
A wiry woman came to the car as Landon stepped out.
"You must be Landon Petersen," she said. "I'm Audrey Schmitt. Call me Audrey. Everyone does." She held out a weathered hand, and Landon took it.
"Follow me," Audrey said.
Before any more thoughts flickered through his mind, he was herded into the ranch house. A dog was at the window, watching. He didn't move until they were all inside and Audrey said, "Scout, say hello."
The dog approached obediently. He was medium size where Landon had expected a larger animal. But this dog more resembled a small collie; his coat appeared woven of shades of black, white, and tan. He had blue eyes that regarded him cautiously.
"Scout?" Audrey said again.
The dog held up his paw.
Landon took it gingerly. The fur was soft, and the dog's gaze seemed to reach inside him and ask questions he couldn't answer. Then his tongue flicked out and licked his hand.
"He likes you," Audrey smiled.
Landon found himself petting the dog.
"Try behind his ears," Audrey suggested. "That and his stomach are his favorite spots."
Landon followed the advice and rubbed behind the dog's ears. Scout turned on his back and bared his stomach. Landon rubbed it, stopping when he heard a rumbling noise.
"That's a groan of pleasure," Audrey explained with a smile.
"You sure about that?"
"I'm sure."
Landon went back to rubbing Scout's stomach before straightening up.
"You think he will do?" Audrey asked.
Landon stood and Scout sat in front of him. He hesitated. Scout lifted the same paw that he had before and looked expectant.
"He has accepted you. Now it's up to you," Audrey said. "He's a smart dog, one of the smartest I've trained, and that says a lot. He had to be to survive. If you feel through the fur, you'll find scars. He had some rough times before we rescued him."
Landon nodded. He knew exactly how the dog must have felt.
Audrey continued. "Scout has a natural empathy that makes him ideal for our purposes. If you have a nightmare, he knows to wake you up. He will remind you when it's time to go to bed. Panic attack? He will physically interrupt you and redirect the panic."
Landon was stunned. He had read about dogs and vets but hadn't realized exactly what they did. "All of that?" he asked dubiously.
"And more. He can find and locate objects, like your shoes, or your phone or keys. In other words, he can pretty much do anything you want to teach him to do."
Landon found it hard to believe a dog could do all that. But if he just interrupted the nightmares, he would be grateful.
"I know it's hard to believe," Audrey said, "but it's really remarkable what these dogs can do."
"Derek said they are free. How can you do that?"
"Ninety percent of the dogs come from shelters. I have sponsors too. Derek is one of them. But there are others, including area veterinarians who donate their services. I do it because my son had PTSD, only it wasn't recognized like it is now." She paused, then added, "He committed suicide."
"I'm truly sorry for your loss," Landon said sincerely. Losing someone was something he understood very well. Sadly, he was familiar with suicide too.
Audrey simply nodded. "If you decide you want to come into the program, you'll stay with the dog until I think the two of you are ready. Maybe a week, maybe less, maybe more. You'll live in the bunkhouse with the dog while you get to know each other. He's trained, but you're not. But I want to know for sure that you're committed, that you will stick with it."
Landon looked down at the dog, who looked up at him. He would have sworn the dog smiled.
"Are you ready for me?" Landon asked him.



He had changed from a hard-charging, ambitious army officer to someone who couldn't decide on what to eat. Mainly because he didn't want to care.
He wasn't sure he wanted to form a close bond with the dog. In fact, he was quite sure he didn't. But maybe the dog would help. Anything to keep from falling to pieces whenever he heard a loud noise. He would just have to maintain an emotional distance, that was all.
Audrey paused, then added, "Are you up for the challenge?"
Landon looked down at Scout, who made a low sound, like a rumble, and moved closer to him. He reached down and stroked his head. Scout licked his hand and looked up at him.
"I think so," Landon said making his first major decision in God knows how long.
CHAPTER 6
Ten days later, Derek parked his car in front of the cabin Landon had rented.
"Home, sweet home," Derek announced in his deep voice.
Bella and Grace were waiting for them in front of the cabin.
Landon didn't move. He just sat in the car looking at the cabin. He could feel Scout in the back seat moving closer to him.
"Damn! I didn't' expect a welcoming committee." Derek exclaimed. "I asked Bella to fill your fridge and clean the place. I have no idea what Grace is doing here. Wait in the car, I'll get rid of them."
Landon stopped him. "It's okay as long as they don't stay long. There's no need to be rude. How much do I owe you?"
Derek shook his big hands, "Nothing, man. It's a welcome gift from all of us."
Landon hesitated, he had a really hard time accepting help from others. But he knew it would be useless to fight Derek about it. So, he said, "Thank you. I appreciate it."
"Any time, man."
Bella approached the car. "Welcome home, Landon. Do you need any help unloading?"
"Perhaps you can help with Scout's belongings. He has more than Landon does," Derek said, giving his wife a look that meant `leave Landon alone'.
Bella smile disappeared from her face and she nodded.
Landon stood by the car while Derek opened the trunk that was filled with dog food, a dog bed, and a cardboard box full of dog dishes, toys, and a leash.
Derek was right about his friend's luggage thought Grace. There was only a medium-size duffel. She picked up the dog bed and Bella took the big sack of dog food.
Derek and Landon picked up the rest of the things and then followed the girls inside.
Grace placed the dog bed in front of the living room window.
"Do you like it here, Landon?" She asked him. He shrugged, "It's okay."
"Your dog is beautiful," Grace said sincerely. "Scout, isn't it?
"Thank you, Ma'am. Yes, that's his name."
Bella left the dog food in the kitchen. "I made some fresh coffee; there are some sweet rolls Grace brought. You should try them, they're great."
"Thank you," Landon said, keeping Scout at his side.
"We also filled the fridge." Bella opened the door to show Landon the content. "You'll find a couple of casseroles and cold cuts along with sliced bread, eggs, milk, and sodas."
"It's far more than I expected. Thank you," he said again. His words were polite but void of emotion. He was obviously uncomfortable.
Grace noticed Landon was scarce with conversation, but that was all right. She was tired of smooth talkers. She made a mental note to ask Derek about what was wrong with him.
"I think we should leave Landon alone," Derek urged both girls. Bella looked at her husband with surprise. She was about to say something, but then she saw the expression on his face.
Grace also realized Landon wanted to be alone.
"Okay then. We'll leave you to get some rest, Landon," Bella said.
Grace took out a sheet of paper she had prepared. "My number is there, along with several others you might want to know. The veterinarian. The town doctor."
She attached the list with a magnet onto the fridge's door.
Landon nodded, obviously absorbing the information, then he went to the door with them. "Thank you for the warm welcome."
"Just call me if you need company," Grace gave herself a mental slap as soon as the words left her mouth. She sounded like a hooker.
Thing was she didn't want to leave Landon alone. There was something broken inside him. She could sense it. His voice was soft, but it carried no strength, no conviction that would be expected of an army officer.
She suddenly realized she was staring. "I had better go."
Grace headed for the door. She had already stayed longer than necessary. She forced herself down the path to her car.
As she hurried past him and out the front door, Landon found his gaze following her.
Bella climbed into Derek's car and they left, waving their hands through the windows.
As she opened the car door, she glanced back. Landon Petersen was watching as she left. Slim, muscular, and tall, he looked like a statue.
As Grace drove back to town, she couldn't get Landon out of her mind.
Dammit! Why couldn't he have been just another disgusting sweet talker? She was never going to fall for another one, not again. Instead, Landon was soft-spoken and appealing. More than appealing.
Since she was a kid she had been a sucker for lost puppies and damaged goods. That's why she had moved in with her brother when his first wife died. She knew she couldn't stay away from Landon.
CHAPTER 7
Landon watched his friends drive away and went inside the cabin.
He went into the kitchen and poured a cup of coffee from the electric pot. He liked his coffee black, and the stronger the better.
He took a plate with two rolls outside and returned for the coffee. He sat in one of several chairs on the screened porch and ignored the swing. Scout followed him and sat at his side and regarded the roll enviously.
Landon couldn't help but smile as the dog's tongue lolled out the side of his mouth. He steeled himself against getting too attached to the dog, but he had to admit Scout was growing on him. He couldn't resist giving him a piece of roll.
For the first time since he set off on this journey, he relaxed. Maybe this had been a good move.
Once he finished his coffee. Scout nudged him, and he stood, remembering what Grace said about the mountain. A walk. Fresh air. That was what he needed. He looked up and saw the path she had mentioned.
The path was there. Taunting him. Inviting him to leave his safety zone.
"What do you think, Scout? Should we try it?"
The dog wagged his tail eagerly.
Landon started up the path. Scout went ahead of him but kept looking back to make sure he was keeping pace with him.
Landon didn't realize how out of shape he was. He hadn't run since Afghanistan.
He was breathing hard when he reached what was obviously a lookout. He paused and looked out over the town of Middletown. A peaceful town where everyone probably knew everyone. It looked like a toy town from here. The lake appeared an even richer blue. The war and its horrors seemed so far away. Suddenly he felt the darkness descending again. The despair.
"Don't! Don't do this!" He filled his lungs with fresh air and the rich smell of pine.
Scout made curious little noises in his throat and licked his hand. "Sensing something, huh?" he said. "I'm okay."
The dog looked at him. He seemed to be saying, "I'm here now. You're not alone."
Landon swallowed hard, feeling a bit of anxiety. Scout nudged him again, and he reached out and scratched behind his ears. He was a smart dog. Could he really feel the emotions swirling in his chest?
Pain was a living thing inside him. It had been for months. He couldn't let go of it. He didn't want to let it go. It would be a betrayal of those who gave their lives to keep everyone safe. He remembered the last time he had seen Derek. Blood had been everywhere and his face was...
Landon felt nauseous.
"Don't go there," he said aloud.
Scout moved closer to him, nudged him, and made guttural sounds in his throat. He assumed that was his way of reassuring him. Landon looked at the towering mountains. Snow-covered peaks glistened in the noon sun. He took a deep breath of fresh air, rubbed Scout's ears and slowly calmed down.
He started down the mountain. The path was well-trod but steep. He had to concentrate on every step, a good thing, in his mind. He was winded when he reached the bottom. He remembered the times, no so long ago, when he could run ten miles without breathing hard.
But that was a lifetime ago. A different Landon. Now he had to face new challenges.
CHAPTER 8
Some days later, Landon woke to sunlight streaming through the bedroom window. He felt a furry body next to him. It was the first full night's sleep he'd had in months. No demons. No blood. No bad dreams. Just soft snoring.
Scout opened one eye and peered at him, as if asking whether he could stay. He remembered the resolve he had made about not getting too emotionally invested in the dog. It had lasted until the first nightmare, when Scout had woken him, crawled up on the bed, and let him cling to him.
The dog's eyes regarded him solemnly now, and he couldn't help but rub his ears. So much for not getting invested.
Landon looked at the clock on the stand next to his bed. Nearly seven. He rarely, if ever, slept that late, but then yesterday had been a very emotionally exhausting day.
Derek had driven Landon to the PTDS center in Seattle for his first meeting with his psychiatrist, Doctor Michaels.
The toughest part of seeking help had been making that first appointment. Derek had been gently pushing him to do the right thing.
Landon liked Doctor Michaels. He was a middle-aged man, bearded, of a good natural enthusiasm.
"All soldiers are affected by combat. It is normal for them to experience symptoms due to their deployment experiences. I bet you drink more coffee now than you used to, huh? Maybe you used to get drunk too."
Landon thought about that and said, "Yeah, I'm drinking at least a pot a day. I admit I used to drink a lot too when I got back home, but I don't drink anymore. So?"
"While you were in the combat zone, your body, without you knowing it, was releasing a ton of endorphins and adrenaline, even when you weren't doing anything. When you came back, your mind and body were still on that high. Your body still needed those endorphins. And so you were seeking out stimulants like caffeine for having lost that feeling."
Landon thought about that for a second and finally nodded.
Doctor Michaels finished taking notes and explained, "I'll tell you about everything, Landon. What I am writing down, what I don't write down, where that record goes and who has access to it. I want to be open with what I am doing so you are aware and you are also able to trust me."
"Okay."
"If you see me as someone you can trust, then you are more likely to listen and understand my recommendations," the doctor kept explaining. "At this first stage, we'll be working towards feeling more stable in your life and not feeling so chaotic and out of control."
"That would be good."
"Tell me where your negative thoughts come from. Where does your mind go when you have those flashbacks. I know it's a challenge to open up to someone who is, essentially, a complete stranger. But when it comes to therapy, opening up can make all the difference. The more I know, the better I can understand you and help you."
Landon gulped. It was very hard to open up about the attack where his team mates died. It was even harder to about his daily struggles. He didn't want to be perceived as a weak person. However, ignore and overrule didn't work anymore for him.
Landon told Doctor Michaels everything that had happened in Afghanistan. He started giving him a dispassionate account of the incident where his team died. But as he progressed the emotional barriers fell and he broke down.
Doctor Michaels gave Landon all the time he needed to recover, he just guided him through some breathing exercises.
"Thank you, Landon. I know it was hard to live that and tell me about it. We do have to open up those wounds and drain the pus so the infection can heal. Thing is, this event was stored in your memory bank with all the gory details attached. Every object you saw, every sound you heard, every smell that infiltrated your nostrils, and every sensation your body experienced was remembered. Because the emotion you felt at that moment were so strong, it became a memory that stays with you and comes back to haunt you as a flashback. However, a flashback is more than a memory. They are more like a nightmare because you can't distinguish between the flashback and reality."
"They do feel very real. I feel I am back there," Landon gulped. His hands were shaking.
"When you feel several of these emotions in quick succession, it can be very hard to know what you're feeling at any given moment, Landon. If you don't know what you're feeling, you may be headed for being unable to manage your emotions and stay in control. The brain is an incredible organ. You'll notice it will feed you memories like rations. You'll get a memory, assimilate it, then it'll feed you a new one."
Landon liked the doctor. He told him about a strategy called the container, where he created a box in his mind to put your memories or feelings in so that he could come back to them at a later time when he was ready.
"I'm hopeful about you, Landon. Writing helps too. I strongly suggest you keep a journal."
"What do I write?"
"Whatever comes to your mind. Memories, good and bad ones. Random thoughts... Progress, doubts, questions... you get the idea."
Landon talked with Derek on the way back to Middletown. He had been there so he understood him.
For the first time in a long time, Landon felt hope, real hope.
CHAPTER 9
"Hi, Landon!"a cheerful voice came on the phone when Landon took the call. "This is Grace McAllister, the realtor. Do you remember me?"
Landon remembered Grace, of course. The bubbly real estate agent.
"Yes, I remember you."
"I hope I'm not intruding, but I wanted to make sure you had everything you need."
"I'm fine. Thank you." Landon replied. "You and Bella were really helpful."
"Look, I was showing a house in the area and I thought about calling you. Are you up for a visit? There is something I want to talk about with you. Don't be polite if I'm imposing," Grace giggled.
Landon hesitated. A visitor was the last thing he wanted. However, his psychiatrist had encouraged him to interact with people on a one-on-one basis.
"That would be fine," he sighed.
"Is noon okay? I can take you to a restaurant or we can stay at the cabin. You decide."
Choices. Why were they so difficult?
He couldn't live the rest of his life hiding from everything and everyone. He knew that. He couldn't retreat into a dark place and sink back in inertia. He had to fight back. He couldn't get better by avoiding humans because recovery was defined and measured by his ability to interact meaningfully with them. Doctor Michaels was very clear about that.
He had taken one step forward in coming to Middletown.
Another step taking Scout, and one more step starting his treatment.
It was time to take the next step out of hell.
"Restaurant would be fine, I think." It was said in a monotone voice, but Grace could hear his concern.
"Are you sure? I can show you around town if you're up to it. I have to warn you, though, that everyone will want to meet you. But don't worry I'll chase them away from you," she said with a giggle.
Middletown looked like a nice town, but he had grown up in an even smaller one and was familiar with its pitfalls. Everyone knew everyone's business.
"I'm warned," Landon replied. Scout came closer and nuzzled against his leg.
"You can bring the dog," Grace added almost reading his mind.
"Inside the restaurant?"
"Here you can. The mayor has a soft spot for dogs and veterans."
"Then, I will," Landon said. "We're new to each other and this is a strange place for him." For both of us, he thought. Landon had not been back in town since the first day.
"I'll be there at noon," Grace said and ended the call.
Landon took a deep breath. Had he done the right thing in agreeing to go to a public place? What if he had a panic attack or a flashback?
"What do you think, Scout? Did I make the right choice?" Landon found himself talking to the dog often.
Scout barked.
"I'll take that as a yes," he said.
He went into the bedroom, opened the duffel, and took out a clean shirt, a sweater, and a clean pair of jeans and headed for the shower.
CHAPTER 10
Grace picked him up exactly at five minutes to twelve.
"Hi, Landon. Nice to see you again." No hugs this time.
She leaned down and rubbed Scout's ears. The dog frantically wagged his tail.
"Ever had a dog before?" Landon asked Grace.
"No, my parents died when my brother and I were young and there was no time or money for a dog," she pouted.
"I'm sorry to hear that. I know how it's like to grow up without any money to spare."
"It's okay. It was a long time ago. My brother, Steve took care of me. He's my hero."
The word 'hero' triggered a bit of anxiety. He remembered the box Doctor Michaels told him about and quickly locked all the images that came to his mind there. His team had died. He had survived. That didn't make him a hero, just lucky.
Scout's tail wagged happily as they walked to Grace's car. She opened the passenger door and invited Scout inside and showed him a spot behind the front passenger seat. Landon climbed in after him.
He tried to avoid glancing at Grace as she drove the nearly empty two-lane road to Middletown.
They reached the end of the road. A large square was on the right. The restaurant was just in front of it. Landon felt comfortable the moment he stepped inside the place.
The atmosphere was warm and cozy.
They entered the restaurant and a young waitress met them. "Hi, Grace. You must be Landon. Welcome to The Jammed."
He nodded. Landon wasn't sure how he felt about the waitress already knowing who he was. He'd always been a private person.
"I'm Mary. I'll be your waitress," she said, then looked down at the dog. "Looks like a fine service dog," she added with a wink. She didn't wait for an answer but led them to a booth in the back.
After they were seated, Landon asked Mary what was good.
"Tony, our chef, would say pasta, he comes from an Italian family," the waitress lowered her voice, "But I prefer the quail."
"Quail?"
"Five-spice roasted quail with sweet-and-sour cranberry sauce. It's delicious," the waitress smiled at Landon.
"You sold me," Landon said.
Then, an extremely loud bang came out of a car's exhaust pipe and echoed between the buildings. It sounded as loud as a gunshot. Memories came flooding back.
A pop. A hiss.
A deafening blast.
Blinding light. Searing pain.
Landon's hand crushed the napkin in his lap. For a brief moment, he felt the need to jump on top of Grace and push her to the ground. Scout whined and moved closer to him, resting his head on his thigh. That stopped him.
"Landon, take a look around. We're in the restaurant. We're safe," Grace's voice was calm and collected even when her eyes were big as plates.
Grace offered him her hand and he held it until his knuckles turned white. She winced but didn't complain or let it go.
She kept whispering in a low calming voice. "Take deep, slow breaths. I'm here with you. You are safe. You are in Middletown."
Scout whined again and Landon scratched the dog's ears feeling slowly back in control.
He looked up and saw Grace's concerned gaze.
"Are you all right?" she asked. "Do you want us to leave?"
"No," he replied softly. "I'll be all right in a minute. I'm getting there"



"What can I do to help you right now?"
"You already have." Landon let go of her hand. "I'm sorry, I think I squeezed it harder than I meant to."
"Don't worry. I'm tougher than I look. My parents died when I was fourteen. My dad had a heart attack while he was driving. A heart defect no one had detected. I don't know what I would have done without my brother, Steve."
Sympathy surged through Landon. He knew loss all too well.
"Do you know... what happened to me?"
Grace shook her head. "I don't know exactly what happened to you, and you don't need to tell me unless you want. I only know that pain in your eyes. I saw it in my own mirror for a long time."
"How did you know what to do a moment ago?"
Grace blushed. "Being Derek's friend I supposed you were a soldier too. Besides, you keep calling me, ma'am."
She giggled and Landon nodded.
"I supposed you have PTSD."
This girl could see right through him. He nodded slowly again.
"So I read on the internet about it... I was lucky to remember something of what I read about how to help someone during a... flashback? Is that what you had a moment ago?"
"Yes."
Why was this girl taking all this trouble?
"Landon, I want to help. What can I do for you? Please, trust me."
He knew she wouldn't give up.
"I need something to do. A job. I need the money."
"A job... Hmm..." Grace thought for a while and then her face lightened with an idea.
"Do you like writing?"
"I've kept a journal, that's all."
"The Town Council is looking for someone to write a short history of Middletown. The mayor wants to use our history to promote our town. Maybe even open a museum. A long-postponed project. He put me in charge, maybe because of my job I'm in touch with a lot of tourists. It doesn't pay much, but it will cover your rent and give you some pocket money."
"I'm not a professional writer. Besides I don't even live here," Landon said. "Shouldn't someone from the community write about the town? A journalist would be more qualified than me."
"Janice Cooper? The Queen of mean? No, thank you. She was a bully in high school and she hasn't changed much since then."
She saw the confused look in Landon's face and explained.
"She is the editor of the local newspaper," Grace lowered her voice and added. "People don't like her at all."
Grace continued, "Look, Landon, we don't need a book. Just a short, coherent narrative we can use part of on a website, a brochure, or an advertising program. I think an outsider will be objective and produce a narrative appealing to all people, not just locals. We want fresh, unbiased eyes. I've been thinking about hiring someone, but why don't you take a stab at it?"
Landon took a look into Grace's eyes, pondering the idea. She had a puppy begging look.
"I don't want to pressure you," Grace said, obviously sensing his hesitation. "So say no if you're not ready."
It was impossible to say no to Grace. She was a force of nature. Besides, he needed the money.
"Where would I begin?" Landon asked, a kernel of interest building inside.
"Probably the best place to start is the room in the community center we call a museum. There are old newspapers, photos, artifacts, and God knows what else. Things are just piled up there sadly. Then, maybe you can talk with Marcus Carter. He's a descendant of Middletown's founder, Fergus Carter. There are rumors that Fergus kept journals. Marcus might have them if, indeed, they do exist."
Grace's proposal was the last thing Landon had expected. But, he needed something that would absorb him. Something that would help him to take his mind out of his own problems. History had been his favorite class in high school.
"I'll give it a try," he finally said. "I can't promise anything remotely coherent."
Grace grinned. "I'll try to tone down my expectations."
Their lunch arrived and they dropped the subject. Landon took a bite and exclaimed, "This is really good."
He couldn't remember when anything had tasted so good.
"Tony, the chef, creates wonders in the kitchen," Grace said, and they both concentrated on their meals.
CHAPTER 11
Once they finished lunch, Landon followed Grace to the community center.
People tried to come close to meet and greet, but as she promised, Grace kept them away saying they were in a hurry.
Landon needed something to keep his mind busy, a diversion. Having no goal was like looking into an abyss. He needed to start living again. He owed his fellow soldiers more than just surviving.
But it was so damned hard.
A salt-and-pepper haired, wiry man rose from a desk in a corner and greeted them as they entered the place.
"Landon, meet Jonas Hickok," Grace said introducing a man in his late sixties. "He manages the place. Jonas, this is Landon Petersen and his dog, Scout. He is living in Marcus's cabin."
At the sound of his name, Scout barked and wagged his tail.
Jonas straightened and held out his hand and Landon took it. "Really pleased to meet you, Sir," he said. It was a firm shake, and Landon warmed to his friendly grin.
"Thank you," Landon said.
"Jonas, I wondered if you could show Landon the museum," Grace said making air quotes. She turned to Landon. "I have to show a house. I'm leaving you in good hands. Jonas can drive you and Scout back to the cabin if I'm late."
"Okay. Don't worry, I think we can find our way back."
Grace could tell Landon was not happy to be left alone with a person he had just met.
"Call me if you need anything." And then she was gone.
"Is she always like this?"Landon asked.
Jonas Hickok grinned. "Pretty much. Grace McAllister is like the wind, always in movement."
"She hired me to write a short history of Middletown."
Jonas nodded. "She has been looking for someone for a while. Are you a writer?"Jonas said with a twinkle in his eyes.
"Nope. A soldier," Landon admitted.
"A fellow soldier," Jonas looked at Landon with new respect. "I'll show you around."
Jonas walked to the left and stood at an open door while Landon looked inside. "This is our library and computer center."
Landon peered inside. Large windows were framed by cheerful drapes. Books filled shelves that lined one wall of the room. Several worn but comfortable-looking chairs were scattered in front of them.
"Nice," he said.
Then Jonas led the way across the hall to a door and opened it. "And the museum," he prompted. "We're just beginning to put it together. We've been spending the past several months asking for contributions. Not money, but letters, photos, old newspapers, vintage clothing. Things people usually keep in their attics or their barns. Right now it's just scattered pieces of our history. I've been going through it, but I'm no curator. In fact, I'm just a volunteer who hangs around here."
Landon nodded.
"Retirement was driving me and my wife crazy. One thing led to another, and before I knew it I was hooked like a fish," Jonas explained with a laugh.
The big room was crammed with artifacts from rifles to old mining equipment. Lots of wooden furniture. Daguerreotypes and dusty photo albums. Newspaper-size bound volumes sat in a pile on a table. Other tables held scrapbooks. Old fashioned clothes hung in a wardrobe.
Unopened boxes filled another table, with even more boxes tucked underneath. Landon glanced through several of them: menus from the '20s, a bill promoting a traveling circus in 1888, and several wanted posters from around the same time.
Another box was filled with school pictures that looked as if they went back as far as the late nineteenth century. A stack of high school yearbooks was in the corner.
"Any of it cataloged?"
"Afraid not. We trying to pile similar things together. We keep the oldest and most fragile things in that cabinet. The mayor says there's no money for a real museum or a curator."
Landon looked around helplessly. This wasn't a museum. It was a disaster zone. It would take months to find anything and more months to get something that looked like a museum into shape.
"You can spend as much time as you need here," Jonas said. "It'll be good to dust off the stuff. Just handle it with care."
"Grace said something about talking to... a descendant of the founder of the town... Marcus Carter?"
"You could try," Jonas scratched the back of his head. "He might talk with you. He might not. It's worth a try. He's a bit... difficult."
"Do you know him?"
"No one really knows Marcus Carter," Jonas said. "He's not the most social person in Middletown."
That wasn't encouraging. He could relate with the man's desire to hide from the world. However, it was time to stop hiding from the rest of the world. And to do that, he had to join it. Prying into the town's history seemed a safe way of doing it.
"Do you know where he lives?"
"Everyone knows where the old man lives, a big mansion in Carter Avenue and Highland street. You can't miss it."
Jonas left Landon alone in pursuit of other volunteer duties.
Landon spent the rest of the day looking through boxes at the community center and sorting the material on different tables.
Scout lay beside him, his head resting on his paws, his tail wagging occasionally, apparently to remind Landon that he was there. He didn't have to be reminded. In a few short weeks, he had become his lifeline.
Landon found very old newspapers, way before The Middletown Gazette. Some were little more than a single page. The yellow pages presented a glimpse of the town: the marriages, the births, and the deaths. It was like filing through snapshots of history.
He snapped pictures with his phone of everything related to his task. He planned to work on them later at the cabin.
"Hi, again" came a voice from behind him, and he whirled around. Jonas stood in the doorway. "I hope I didn't startle you," he said. "You looked completely absorbed."
"I was," Landon said.
"You must be exhausted," he said. "You've been working for hours. I'm sorry but I have to close the place."
Landon closed the bound volume he was reading. "It's probably time for me to go back to the cabin and feed Scout anyway."
"Grace asked me to drive you home. I don't want to catch hell from her"
"I think I prefer to walk. It's just a couple of miles. Scout and I need the exercise."
CHAPTER 12
That evening, Grace greeted her brother, Steve and his wife Diana with a huge hug.
"You look happy," Steve said to his sister.
"I am happy."
"Well, that's a refreshing change. You have been moody lately."
Grace ignored her brother's bait, and asked, "Remember the new resident of the cabin?"
"Yes, Derek's friend, Landon?" Diana said.
"That's him," Grace said with a smile. "I like him."
Steve laughed, "You like everyone."
"There are a few exceptions," Grace said squinting her eyes.
Her brother nodded. "Point taken."
"What is he like?" Diana asked Grace.
"Quiet. Grieving. Jumpy."
"Do you know what happened to him?" Steve asked.
"He was a soldier. He and Derek were army buddies. He has PTSD," Grace explained hoping she wasn't breaking any confidence. "Please, don't tell anyone. He doesn't need people looking at him as if he was a basket case. He asked me for something to do and I gave him a job."
"Grace... not another 'lost puppy', please," Steve exclaimed pinching the bridge of his nose.
"He volunteered to write about Middletown's history."
"Volunteered?" Steve shook his head with a smile.
Grace shrugged innocently. "He wanted to do something to pay for the cabin. He's short of money. We need a history of Middletown ready for Founder's Day. It seemed... fortuitous, don't you think?"
Steve rolled his eyes. "You can't fool me, Sis. I can see your fingerprints all over this."
Grace smiled. "So what? He seems lost, Steve. Really lost. He could use a friend."
Steve smiled at his sister. "What I said, lost puppy. I love you, Sis, you and that huge heart of yours."
"Me, too," Diana piped, squeezing her sister-in-law hand.
"Thank you, guys, you know how to make a woman feel better."
"Just be careful, Sis. Men, particularly ones with sad stories, are your weak point," Steve pointed out. "I don't want to see you heartbroken again."
Grace couldn't take her mind off Landon. He looked so fragile and yet he had the strength to plunge through whatever pain he had. He'd traveled to a strange town with a determination to reclaim his life.
He shouldn't be alone in this fight. He wouldn't be alone.
CHAPTER 13
Landon woke up and looked at the morning sun coming in from outside.
Another night without nightmares. He rubbed Scout's fur.
Scout stood and wagged his tail. "Want to go out?" he asked.
The tail moved faster.
"Time to get up," he said. He was hungry. Appetite was something else that had been missing. Dr. Michaels would be proud. He should write about that in his journal.
Landon slipped into jeans and a T-shirt, then went to the back door and opened it. Scout dashed out into the woods.
He stood there and watched as the dog explored the area in the back, did his business and returned.
The lake was visible through the trees. The scent of pines perfumed the air. A few wildflowers peeked up out of the ground.
He sat down, opened his laptop, and downloaded the photos he took at the museum to start working.
Landon read and wrote for a few hours. He had a sheet of paper where he had drawn a timeline with short notes above each date and event he thought might be important. A lot of the early years revolved around the Carter family. However, there was a blank space at the very beginning. The earliest news was about Fergus Carter supporting the statehood. A title in an old newspaper read, "Town's hero."
His hometown newspaper with a similar title flashed in his head.
Suddenly, the sparks in his head were rising with a panicky feeling that was impossible to ignore. He couldn't stay in the chair, and he couldn't focus on the images in front of him. His shirt felt too close at the neck. He had trouble catching his breath. The walls got closer, the ceiling lower. His heart felt like a sledgehammer hitting his chest.
He went out the main door into the open air, where he could begin to breathe.
He took off his shirt and sat down on the grass breathing through his mouth. The cold morning air brought him back to reality.
Scout lay down at his side. Steve scratched his ears. "Did I scare you? Don't worry, I'm okay now."
His thoughts turned to Grace and how she had handled his flashback when they were at the restaurant.
His phone rang startling him. Landon looked at the screen. It was Grace. Spooky.
After the preliminaries, she got to the point. "Remember Marcus Carter, the one who might have original journals from the 1850s?"
"Yes, Jonas and I talked about him. He gave me his address."
"Oh, goody. I was calling you to give you his phone number."
"I have a question for you, how do I approach Mr. Carter? Jonas said he might be reluctant to talk to someone."
"Quite honestly, I don't know. I talk with his secretary most of the time. An old vinegary spinster. If you try to set a meeting through her she'll say no," Grace opined. "Marcus Carter had retreated from nearly everyone in the last years. But he's very proud of his family roots. If he knows about the project he might be willing to help. We'll talk more about it tonight."
"Tonight?" Landon didn't remember making any plans with her.
"Around six," Grace said in a matter-of-factly tone. "I'll cook for you and we'll talk more about your work and strategies to reach Marcus Carter. Don't worry, I'll bring everything I need. I hope you like pizza."
"Yeah, I love pizza. Who doesn't?" Suddenly Landon was hungry and remembered he didn't have breakfast yet.
He wasn't sure whether he was ready for it, but Grace McAllister was the kind of person who didn't take no for an answer.
"Landon, are you really okay with this? I don't want to impose myself."
Landon appreciated her words.
"It's fine," Landon said. He stood there for a moment. It wasn't fine at all, but he needed the job and Grace had been very helpful and respectful so far.
Despite any misgivings, he was hooked on the job. One of his character flaws was an obsession to finish whatever he started.
CHAPTER 14
Landon looked at his reflection in the mirror.
"Just breathe. Why are you so nervous?" Landon said aloud. Scout came closer. "It's not a date. You can do this."
Landon's wardrobe was limited, and that was an understatement. Three pairs of jeans, one pair of black pants, two sweaters, three T-shirts, and several shirts. His choice of footwear was a pair of walking shoes, a pair of sneakers, one pair of well-worn loafers, and a pair of boots.
Suddenly, he saw blood on them, even when they were clean. The flashes in his brain turned into little movie clips. His breath felt trapped in his chest. Scout came closer and made some noises to let him know he was there.
"You're in the cabin. You're safe here", he told himself, taking long, slow breaths.
He chose a pair of jeans, a black shirt, and loafers. He stared at himself in the mirror. Really looked for the first time in months. His hair needed a cut. Badly. He was thin, too thin. His cheeks were hollow.
Scout watched every movement; following him from room to room as if afraid someone would snatch him.
"I'm okay," Landon reassured him.
The doorbell rang and Scout barked. "It's a bit late for that," he told Scout. "You're supposed to bark before the bell rings." He hurried to the door and opened it. Grace stood there, a smile on her lips, and two big paper bags in her arms. She wore her dark brown hair simple and sleek. No makeup that he could see.
"Hi, Landon," she said.
"Please come in." They went inside to the kitchen, and Grace placed the bags she was carrying on the solid wooden table.
"I'm really not stalking you," she said taking the items out of the bags.
"Are you sure?" he asked with a slight smile. Humor. That was new. He had to make sure to write that down in his journal.
"Your buddy Derek will vouch for me."
The dog barked and wiggled his tail at her.
"Scout vouches for you too."
Grace smiled, and scratched the dog's ears, "Of course, he does. He's a very clever dog."
"Do you need any help?" Landon asked her.
"No, thank you. Relax. I've been able to handle myself pretty well in the kitchen since I was a teen."
She took an apron from one of the bags. It said, 'You may kiss the cook'.
"It's just an apron. Don't get any ideas," she warned him with a smile.
Grace made small-talk about the local gossip, while she mixed the ingredients. Landon listened and watched her graceful dance from fridge to table, and finally to the oven. Some minutes later, a wonderful smell filled the cabin.
The more they talked the more Landon felt at ease with her. Grace was a gentle, easy-going person. There was something about her that brought light to his darkness.
"Could you fix us something to drink, Landon?"
"I don't keep alcohol in the cabin. It doesn't mix well with my medications. Would you care for a glass of milk, juice or water?"
"Juice is fine. Thank you."
He set down two tall glasses on the table.
"My homemade pizza is my brother Steve's favorite meal. I hope you like it. Peggy, his first wife, loved it too."
"Your brother was married before Diana?" Landon asked.
Grace took a sip of milk and nodded. "Yes, Peggy, his first wife, was shot in a mugging and died. She was an amazing person. She was a therapist. The whole town loved her."
"I'm truly sorry to hear that."
"Thank you, I moved in with my brother when it happened. He was crushed. I was afraid he might do something stupid." She made a pause to compose herself and quickly added, "I'm happy he found love again. Diana is a great person. She made Steve happy again."



Grace decided to change the subject.
"Jonas said you stayed at the museum until late. You piqued my interest," she said. "Did you find anything interesting?"
"I found bits and pieces of Middletown's history. Nothing solid yet. The Quileutes, the Nisqually, and the Chehalis lived in this area when a large caravan of settlers came around 1853 crossing the Oregon Trail. Their leader was Fergus Carter. They ended in an unnamed valley, where they finally settled down. Fergus Carter built Middletown from scratch. That's all I got from the early days."
"You discovered all this in just one day of research?" Grace stood to check on the pizza. She turned off the oven, took it out, and set the steaming pizza in the middle of the table. It was covered with a mountain of pepperoni.
Landon shrugged. "I still have a lot of work to do. I was thinking about scanning some of the old pictures, we could use them for the website."
"That's a great idea. You can ask Jonas to use the computers at the community center."
Grace cut the pizza into slices and had a spatula slid under the first piece to help lift it and place it on Landon's plate.
"I'm so pleased you're interested in the history project. You took a weight off my shoulders." She talked as if he was doing her a favor and not the other way around.
Landon lifted the slice of pizza in the air, its cheese dangling in a long string. "I'm glad I could be of some help."
Grace took one slice for herself and gave it a bite.
The sun was going down, and vivid scarlet, pink and coral ribbons crossed the sky, and blessed the mountain.
"Do you mind if I ask you what happened to you?" Grace asked Landon and took another bite. "You don't need to answer if you don't want to."
Landon hesitated. Grace didn't push him for an answer and focused on eating her pizza.
"You know I have PTSD," he said all of the sudden.
"I read about it on the internet. Post-traumatic Stress Disorder happens to people who have experienced or witnessed a traumatic event. Derek had that too when came back to Middletown."
Landon nodded.
"If you want to talk about it, I'll listen, but if you don't, we can talk about any other things. I still have a lot of gossip to share. My brother always says I can talk someone's ears off," Grace offered with a charming smile.
Landon smiled.
"Doctor Michaels, my therapist, says that talking about the traumatic event over and over again is part of the healing process. Exposure therapy I think he called it."
Landon really hated to admit he'd needed help. But, for some reason, he didn't mind talking with Grace. There was something special about her, something bright and luminous. She was a free spirit, forthright and fresh. A ray of sunshine in his life.
"I got Scout from a group specializing in matching dogs with veterans. Derek arranged it."
"Your dog is amazing," Grace said smiling at Scout. He was sitting beside Landon drooling at the smell coming from the pizza. Landon gave him a small piece. Then he stared through the large window, remembering.
"My whole team except for one man was killed during an attack," Landon said, making the words bald and flat.
"The lone survivor was Derek, right?" Grace asked.
Landon nodded. "Derek's face was disfigured. At first, I thought he was dead too. There was so much blood and his face was split open. I could barely stop the bleeding. I was injured myself."
"I'm truly sorry. I can't even imagine what you went through. You lost your friends..." Grace took his hand across the table.
"Not friends," Landon corrected her sharply. "My team."
"Not friends," Grace repeated dubiously.
"My team," Landon repeated. "We were a team. A family. We would've died for each other, but they were never supposed to die for nothing." Landon looked away, vaguely conscious of having said too much, but he couldn't help adding quietly, "And not without me."
There was a little awkward silence. The shadows inside were still too strong, the memories too recent.
White lights. Shots. Screams. His screams. More shots. Pain. Blood everywhere.
"No," he heard himself screaming.
He was only vaguely aware of someone touching him, talking to him, but he couldn't understand the words. A loud bark, a warm furry body pressing against him...
"Landon. Breathe. Take a deep breath. Breathe," the voice commanded. Despair flooded him.
"Breathe." The voice was louder, too strong to resist.
Air rushed in, then out.
"You're doing great," Grace said quietly, with an impossible gentleness in her voice, her hand in his. "I didn't mean to... I'm so stupid... I should learn to keep my mouth shut."
She hugged him tightly and felt how his whole body grew stiff, taut with tension.
The voice whispering in his ear was gentle. "You're safe."
Landon surprised himself hugging Grace back. It relaxed him enough that it almost felt natural. Scout tried to crawl up on his lap pushing his way with his nuzzle between them, making whining noises.
"I'm sorry," Landon apologized.
Grace spoke into his shoulder, "I'm the one who is sorry. Please, Landon, let me help you. I want to be here for you any time you need me."
Landon leaned back breaking the hug, his cheeks a little flushed. He scratched the dog's ears.
"Do you feel the love in the room too?" he asked Scout trying to make a joke.
Grace laughed through her tears and kissed Landon's cheek softly before returning to her chair.
They finished the pizza in silence. Grace took care of the plates and then she said, "I think I should leave."
Landon didn't say anything. He just stood up and walked her to the door.
"Good night, Landon," she said. "I had a great time. I am truly sorry if I triggered something. Please don't hold it against me. My brother says I was born with my tongue disconnected from my brain. Call me if you need anything. Day or night."
"Thank you. I hope I didn't scare you off."
Grace placed her hand on his arm and rubbed it softly. "You didn't. You won't scare me... I can handle whatever you're comfortable sharing. I want to be your friend."
"I'll keep that in mind. Thank you."
After a searching glance, Grace turned and Landon watched her stride to the car.
He stepped inside and leaned against the door. He didn't look out the window, but he sensed she was still there outside.
It was another moment before he heard the car startup.
Landon sat in a chair and thought about the unusual evening. The flashback with all its terrors and Grace hugging him. That brief connection. So brief and yet... so real.
He did his night routine, went into the bedroom, and turned the light off. But he doubted he would get much sleep.
CHAPTER 15
Landon felt Scout licking his face and pushing him with a paw trying to wake him up. He realized he was having another nightmare.
The sun hadn't come up yet. He got dressed and they headed for the mountain. He was relieved to note it was easier today than it had been before. The night sky was so pure he ached with the beauty of it.
The sun came out from behind the mountains by the time he got to the top.
He and the dog sat there, trying to erase the last traces of his bad dream. Well, who knew what Scout was thinking. He cocked his ears at the chirping of a bird or a rustle of a squirrel or rabbit, but he didn't move from his side.
Landon still felt shaky.
What would Grace think of him? For some reason, the answer to that question was important to him.
After his father died when he was fourteen, his mother waitressed in the only coffee shop in town. Tips were rare, and they mostly lived on leftovers from his mother's work.
Growing up Landon had been so intent on leaving his hometown that he had studied every spare minute he had. Every moment, that was, that he wasn't helping his mother raise two younger sisters.
That reminded him. He should call his mother. He had promised to do that when he reached Middletown, but so much had happened so fast he had barely taken a breath. He punched in his mother's number on the satellite phone he always carried with him. It was answered almost immediately.
"Hi, Mom," Landon forced cheerfulness into his voice.
"Hey, baby boy. It's so good to hear from you. I was worried. How is everything going? Did you meet with Derek?"
"It's going well. Yes, I've met with Derek, and he helped me to get into a program for guys in my condition. People in Middletown have been very helpful. I'm living in a cabin outside town. They asked me to write a short history of the town to help pay for the rent. I might be able to send you some money soon."
"That's the last thing I care about," his mother said. "I saved some of that money you sent when you were deployed. We're fine, Landon. Josie's husband got a job as a mechanic at the mines. Thank God, he doesn't have to work in them."
"What about Callie? How is she doing?"
"Honor student," his mother said. "Says she wants to follow your path. She is thinking about trying for one of those Army ROTC scholarships, as well. Sure would be fine to have two college graduates in the family."
Landon wasn't so sure he wanted his younger sister to go into the army, but it wasn't his choice to make.
"That's great," he said with as much enthusiasm as he could muster.
"When are you coming home?"
"You know there's nothing there for me," Landon said. Sadness ran through him like a river that had frozen up.
Except for his family, his hometown was the last place he wanted to be.
"Okay, baby. I understand. Take your time and get well. We'll be here for you if you need us."
"I know, Mom. I love you."
"We all love you too, Landon. Focus on getting well. Take care of yourself and don't worry about us, we're doing fine."
"Love you too, Mom. Give my love to my sisters too."
He hung up, feeling a pang of familiar guilt. He should be helping his family. He couldn't even send money home to assuage that guilt.
"Damn," he said to Scout.
That was one of the reasons why he had so quickly wrapped himself in Middletown's history. It allowed him to avoid the present.
Landon and Scout went back to the cabin. He sat down at the table and started typing at the laptop, with a cup of coffee. He was so immersed in his work that it took him a while to realize his phone had been ringing. He checked the big clock above the backdoor. It was way past noon.
He checked the screen. It was Grace, of course. He decided to take the call.
"Hello, Grace. What can I do for you?"
"Hello, Landon. I'm just checking on you. I hope last night wasn't too much too soon. If so, I apologize. I didn't mean to bring out any bad memories. Please, don't be mad at me. I meant well," Grace said talking nonstop.
She made a pause to breathe and Landon took a chance to speak.
"Grace... Grace... breathe. It's okay. I'm okay. I'm fighting a battle of a different kind and you were there at my side fighting with me. I'm actually grateful."
"Really? Do you really mean it?" her voice was shaky and Landon could tell she was about to cry.
"I do. I think it was good for me to get that out."
Landon heard a sob on the other side of the line.
"Steve always says I talk too much and I was afraid I had pushed you to talk about something you weren't ready and then when you had that..." she was talking a mile a minute again.
"Grace I feel tremendous respect for you and the way you stayed and hung in there." He interrupted her again. "Thank you for last night, especially for looking after me so well... and the pizza was delicious."
"Would you like to get together again? I thought you might need some company, but then you said you liked to be alone, so I don't know if I should ask you or not," Grace kept talking without a pause. "Not today, of course..." She made a pause, "Unless you want company, in the case I would be glad to..."
"Grace, I was planning to write all day and then do a bit more research at the museum tomorrow. Do you think you could pick me up and drive me to the community center tomorrow morning?"
"Yes, of course. What time?"
"I don't sleep much so any time in the morning would be good."
"I'll be there around nine. Have a great day, Landon."
"You too, Grace. And thanks for checking on me."
When she hung up Landon couldn't help but smile. The smile came so naturally that it surprised him.
Conflicting emotions bombarded him. There had been some very good moments and some very bad ones on his social adventure.
The good had been the food, the conversation, and above all Grace.
The bad... Best not to think about that.
CHAPTER 16
Grace kept looking at her phone. She liked Landon. She admired his courage. Even worse, she was attracted to him and far more intensely than she'd been to any man in a very long time.
Last night, when she got home, Grace did something she never thought she would do, she went online and ran a search. She shouldn't have. It was none of her business and Landon was entitled to his privacy, but she couldn't help it.
Several articles came up when she searched his name. One article mentioned he and Derek were the survivors during a terrorist attack in Afghanistan. There were some paragraphs dedicated to Derek's injures. She realized how close Derek and Landon were to dying that day.
She skimmed through the rest of the articles, but most of them were a repetition or an update of the same news.
Grace continued her search and then found a small article on a news blog from Landon's hometown. "Darla Cayley and Landon Petersen had broken their engagement. Three weeks after Landon Petersen returned from Afghanistan as a decorated hero, Darla Cayley announced the end of their engagement. The announcement came as a surprise since both of them had been dating for five years. Ms. Cayley wrote a Tweet saying that they had grown into very different people."
Grace took a long, deep breath. This was probably one of the reasons why Landon left his hometown. Imagine coming back from hell, looking for the emotional support and assistance of your loved ones, just to find your fiancée is breaking up with you because of your condition.
It had taken a lot of courage for Landon to deal with the pain to move to a whole new town, having PTSD. It was a true test of his inner strength.
His flashback had been terrifying, but Grace admired how he had fought to get out of that dark place in his mind.
Then she had had that sudden urge to hold him, to try to erase some of the pain from those very wide dark eyes. She couldn't help but hug him.
She had no intention of sharing the new information about his fiancée with anyone else, not even Steve, Diana, or Derek, although the last probably knew. Grace had intruded into something extremely personal and painful, more painful than she could have imagined.
She wanted to help him heal somehow, but the truth was she didn't know how to achieve that. Wishing was not enough.
CHAPTER 17
Grace picked up Landon the next morning at nine. He was already waiting for her outside the cabin playing catch with Scout.
Grace drove in silence for a while. She was trying to order her ideas to be able to express her thoughts in the best possible way.
"How are you feeling this morning?" she asked.
"I'm okay, I guess. Thanks for offering to drive me to town."
"I'm happy to help in any way I can. Tomorrow is Friday," she said, trying to think of how to say what she wanted to say without saying too much.
"Yes, so?"
Grace took a deep breath and tried again, "I want to drive you to Seattle."
Landon didn't say anything for a while. How did she know he and Derek went to Seattle on Fridays?
When he finally spoke his voice was soft.
"Why?"
"Because I want to be part of your support network. I want to be there for you and help you, and to do that I need to know how."
"You are already helping me. You find the perfect place for me. You found me a job to keep me busy and pay the rent. You check on me. You even cooked a pizza for me."
"Yes, but I want to do more," Grace shook her head, "I want to do better. The other evening when you had that..."
"Flashback," said Landon.
"Right, when you had that flashback I didn't know what to do. I was playing by ear. I was afraid of doing or saying the wrong thing and making things worse."
"You did great. You did exactly what I needed," Landon turned his head to look at Grace.
"Well, the thing is if I'm going to be part of 'team Landon', I want to know more about your... condition and how to deal with it."
Grace looked at Landon out the corner of her eye and kept talking, "I want to know what helps and what doesn't."
Landon remained silent for a couple of minutes.
"You want to talk with my doctor."
"Well, it doesn't have to be your doctor. I want to talk with someone who can give me some pointers, some guidelines. Do's and don'ts"
Again, Landon took his time before saying anything.
"Team Landon, huh?" he surprised himself by smiling.
Grace smiled back at him. "Well, it's just a name I came up with. You have Derek, Bella, your doctor..."
Scout barked.
"Don't forget Scout," Landon turned around to scratch his dog's ears.
"Of course not! The thing is I want to be part of the group of people, and dog, you can count on," Grace said with determination.
Landon took his time before saying anything.
"You'll have to pick me up at eight tomorrow. Are you going to talk with Derek or do you want me to do it?"
"I will," Grace said with a huge smile on her face.
"Grace?" she turned her head to look at Landon.
"Thank you."
CHAPTER 18
Grace left Landon at the community center. The door was unlocked, and he walked through the entrance to meet Jonas. They did some small talk and Landon went inside the room dedicated to the museum again. He was so immersed in the work he was doing that he skipped lunch again.
When he came out it was almost dark. Jonas greeted Landon carrying a large pan of chicken wings.
"Are you going to leave without meeting the crew, Landon? Come and join us," a voice said behind his back.
Landon turned around to meet a group of men who were sitting around a round table.
"Landon, allow me to introduce you to our Thursday poker crew, John Harding, Judge Bill Anderson, who was kind enough to bring the beer tonight, and Mayor Simon Thompson," Jonas said, making the introductions. Landon shook their hands.
"He likes to be called, Mr. Mayor," Bill Anderson said with a laugh.
Snacks were already on the table, including several bottles of beer and great-looking dip and chips.
"Do you play poker, Landon?" asked the man who had been introduced as John Harding.
Landon nodded and sat around the table and he was given a bowl full of M&Ms candies.
"Playing poker for real money is illegal in our state, and we don't want Judge Anderson to put us in jail," John Harding explained. "So we play just for fun. Green candies are worth $25, the blue ones $50, the brown ones $100, the yellow $1000, and the red ones $5000."
Landon asked, "Any rules?"
"Nope. Dealer picks the game. Ante up a green candy," Simon said from his seat next to Landon. "Landon, as our newcomer, is the dealer."
"Mexican stud," he said.
"Ah...could we have a ringer here?" the judge asked to no one in particular.
Landon won the first game. The players saluted him with their beers and the dealer changed.
Landon won the second game too.
Very soon it was obvious that Landon could play a mean poker game.
"Beginner's luck Landon?" asked Bill Anderson after losing another hand against him.
"I used to play a lot in Afghanistan," Landon replied. It didn't hurt as much to say it now.



"Landon is a decorated vet. Purple heart," explained Jonas. "He's working in the museum and writing a short history of Middletown."
Landon wondered how Jonas knew about the Purple Heart.
The mayor nodded. "Grace McAllister informed me about the job. I must say she's really impressed with your work so far, Landon."
"Thank you, Mr. Mayor."
"Hey, I'm just Simon here."
"So any progress contacting Marcus Carter?" Jonas asked Landon while he dealt cards.
"I haven't tried it yet. I want to know more about Middletown's history first," Landon replied. "It will give me a better idea of what questions I have to ask him."
"John, your son is leasing the restaurant building from Marcus. Maybe he could speak with old man Carter in Landon's favor?" Jonas suggested.
"Not if he keeps winning like this," John Harding joked. They all laughed. "Seriously, I don't think Marcus would like it if I speak on Landon's behalf."
"He's a stubborn old man, that's for sure," said Bill Anderson dropping two brown candies on the table. "I call and raise two hundred."
"You can never be sure how Marcus Carter is going to react," agreed the mayor.
"He's a better person than Maximilian was," commented John Harding. "Maximilian could be a conniving bully. I hate to speak ill of the dead, but Middletown is a better place since he died."
"I agree. Marcus is very different from his brother, that's for sure. He startled everyone when he resigned his seat at the Town Council when his brother died. He has become a hermit since then," the mayor said. He took a long swallow of beer and helped himself to the chips and dip.
"A beer, Landon?" asked Bill Anderson.
Landon shook his head.
"Army, navy, or air force?"John asked Landon changing the subject.
"Army," he replied.
"Bad stuff?" asked the mayor.
Landon nodded.
"Hey, don't push the newbie," Jonas warned the group.
"I was not prying, Jonas," the mayor said. "Listen, Landon, if you need to talk, you're not going to get a more sympathetic audience than us. Jonas fought in the Iran-Iraq war in the eighties and I saw some action in the Iraq war in 2003."
"I still have flashbacks. There was a time when people in Middletown thought I was going to go all Rambo and torch the town down," Jonas said with a laugh.
They all laughed.
"It's true," said the mayor.
"Thank you, I'll keep it in mind. Has anyone seen Fergus Carter's journals?" Landon asked changing the subject.
Bill Anderson shook her head. "His niece, Nadine bragged about having seen the journals."
"I asked Molly about them once, she was very non-committal. She never had a good relationship with her father," John Harding added.
"Maybe there's something in them that he doesn't want someone to see," Landon surmised.
"After a hundred and fifty years?" Jonas opined.
"Or maybe they don't even exist," Bill Anderson added.
"That could be true, too," The mayor admitted. "However, Marcus has never denied their existence."
They played for another hour. Landon won more than he lost, and his bowl of M&M's was heavier when they quit. They all stopped to tell him how happy they were another poker player joined them, and if he needed anything to call one of them. Landon could tell they truly mean it. He got everyone's phone number before leaving.
"Team Landon keeps growing," he said to Scout as he walked back to the cabin.
CHAPTER 19
He had done it! He had played poker with a group of strangers without breaking down. He had stayed in the present. He hadn't had a blackout or a flashback. Dr. Michaels would be proud of him.
"Landon?"
He looked up and met Grace's gaze. He didn't hear her coming. He winked at her.
Pleasure spread through her.
"I heard about your poker game. The mayor wasn't talking about anything else but you today."
Landon nodded. "They were all very kind to me. I enjoyed it."
"You're one gutsy man," she said. Then she opened the car's door. Scout jumped in and moved to the passenger's seat and then Landon slid inside.
Landon closed the car door as he settled into the seat. Grace started the car and drove off.
He looked more relaxed than the last time. Their gazes met and suddenly her heart beat a little faster. Warmth flashed in her expression.
No! How could she feel like that? Landon wasn't ready for any kind of relationship. Neither was she. But even so, Landon wouldn't leave her thoughts.
***
Landon talked with Dr. Michaels for more than an hour while Grace played with Scout outside.
Then, when he came out, Grace walked into the office. Dr. Michaels didn't seem surprised to see her. Her name had probably come out more than once during Landon's sessions.
They sat in opposite chairs and Dr. Michaels invited Grace to talk with a gesture of his hand, "What can I do for you, Ms. McAllister?"
"For a starter, you can call me Grace," she asked. "I wanted to talk with you, Doctor, because I want to help Landon."
"That's good. Landon needs all the help he can get. Go on."
"I know he is a soldier and he has gone through a lot. He explained to me he suffers from Post-traumatic Stress."
Dr. Michaels nodded.
"I want to know what I can do for him."
"He told me about 'team Landon'." The psychologist smiled. "A great idea. Now he knows he's not alone."
Grace smiled wide.
"A married couple, friends of mine, went through a rough patch and they went to see a therapist. He told them they were all a team working together to save their relationship. So I thought that knowing that he had a support network would help him. The word team holds a special meaning for him," Grace explained. "Landon needs people in his corner. People he can count on if he needs help."
Dr. Michaels looked at Grace for a while, studying her, finally, he said, "This is not something you can start and then quit. It needs a true commitment. Landon needs to know that you're with him for the long haul."
Grace straightened up in her chair. "I understand, Doctor. Believe me, I am. I want to be the one person who doesn't abandon him," Grace said remembering the article about his fiancée.
"You need to know what you're getting into and that you've got what it takes. This will unfortunately include being the target of anger you do not deserve. Sometimes you may be faced with a scared man, rocking and hugging his knees in the closet. Can you handle it?"
Could she handle it? She had handled his brother's depression when his wife died. She had handled her parents' death when she was a teen. She had handled being bullied at school. Landon needed her, she would not back down.
Grace had nothing but determination when she said, "Yes, I can."
Dr. Michaels held her gaze and he liked what he saw.
"Although Landon suffers one of the most challenging disorders, it doesn't mean he can't recover from his symptoms. He's getting better since the first time I saw him. His prognosis is really good. He can live a normal life with PTSD."
Grace smiled. "Can you give me any pointers?"
"Be patient. Be empathetic. Be understanding. Listen without expectations or judgments. Make it clear that you're interested and that you care. Don't worry about giving advice. It's the act of listening attentively that is helpful, not what you say."
"People say I talk too much. It'll be a good exercise to listen."
Dr. Michaels smiled at Grace. He liked her.
"Do normal things with Landon. For example, he told me you cooked for him. You can set a regular dinner date once or twice a week. Creating routines can restore a sense of stability and security."
"He's not very good keeping his eating hours. He skips lunch most of the time," Grace added.
"Don't pressure Landon to do things, but if you can drop in at noon and bring some food with you, then he'll realize he can count on you."
"I can do that. I have flexible working hours. There was another thing I wanted to ask you. It's about his flashbacks. He had one when I was with him. It was scary, I didn't know what to do."
Dr. Michaels moved his lower lip back and forth thinking, "Every person with PTSD is different, they have different triggers, and react to them differently.
"You need to learn what things you can do to help Landon feel safe at that moment. For some people, it's a hug. For others, it's watching a funny movie. For others, it's a bowl of ice cream or going out for a walk."
"Can I ask him about this?"
"Sure, ask Landon about things that help, as well as things that don't. Having a joint plan in place will make the situation less scary for both of you. You'll also be in a much better position to help."
Dr. Michael stood up and searched through his huge bookcase. "I have a book that can help you."
He handed Grace a slim book called 'Loving someone with PTSD.' "It's a very interesting read and useful for basics. It will help you in your quest."
"Doctor, I just want to help Landon because I'm his friend. I'm not in love with him," Grace said without conviction.
Dr. Michaels smiled at Grace and patted her arm. "Don't worry. It'll be our secret."
CHAPTER 20
In the next weeks, Landon and Grace settled into a routine. She came every morning to the cabin to drive Landon to the museum. Three evenings a week she cooked for him. On Saturdays, they went exploring the mountain trails and Grace showed Landon some of the wonderful natural landscapes Middletown had to offer. She also took turns with Derek to drive Landon to Seattle every other Friday.
She started kissing his cheek each time they parted.
The mayor invited Landon to have dinner with him and his wife every other week. Derek and Bella did the same. None of them put pressure on Landon to accept, but he found himself enjoying those moments. Grace was always his plus one. She was the rock he leaned on if things got hard.
Landon also played poker on Thursday evenings. Derek joined the group. Very slowly, he shared bits and pieces of his story with his newfound friends. They listened to him without judging him or offering him empty words of support. Most importantly, no one pitied him. There was a lot of laughter. Even the silences were comfortable.
Landon realized that shared pain was easier to handle, and also that sharing with the right people was a source of strength and life experience.
His friends supported him to an extent that surprised him.
He still had flashbacks, but he was learning to handle them. One night, he had an especially bad one and he got to call Grace. She was with him on the phone for one hour while he lay curled on the floor. Scout was laying at his side licking his hand, while Grace talked to Landon, guiding him to breathe and relax, reminding him that those images were not real, that he was safe and loved.
A knock at the door took Landon out of his thoughts. He stopped writing in his journal and opened the door and let Grace in.
"Good evening, I hope you're hungry. I'm making lasagna tonight," Grace said showing Landon the paper bags in her arms. "I finally convinced Tony to share his recipe with me. I'm not sure he gave me all the ingredients though."
"Come on in," he said with a shy smile. "Lasagna sounds just perfect."
Landon shook his head, he usually didn't feel like eating. He could skip a meal without even realizing he had till his stomach growled. But lately his hunger was coming back.
"I'm glad you came. It can get lonely in this cabin."
"I thought you liked it that way," Grace said taking out things from her bag and placing them on the table.
"Don't rub it in," Landon replied with a grin. "I've been doing some progress in my investigation. I think the text about Middletown's history is looking good. You can read it on my laptop," Landon said pointing at his computer. It was his way to divert his thoughts from her face. It was much too attractive.
Grace sat down and read a few paragraphs on the screen. "This is really good. Great actually. You really got into this job."
"I've always liked history. It was my favorite class," he said. "The other day, Scout and I went down to the lake. Do you think it was the lake that brought and kept Fergus Carter here?"
Grace shrugged. "I don't know what was in his mind. It could have been the lake. The land east of here is, or was, all dry. The lake was a draw to every wagon train and wanderer that came this way. It was a perfect place to build a town."
"No one knows anything about Middletown founding and first years, which is why the journals are so important. I need to talk with Marcus Carter about them."
Landon was intellectually seducing her, and Grace realized she was enjoying it.
"You're writing a book about his ancestor. He certainly would want his family portrayed under a good light."
"Just a short history of Middletown," Landon corrected her. "Not a book." He bit his lip.
"Noted. However, I have to say you're doing an incredible job so far."
"Thank you. Guys at the poker game mentioned another Carter brother," Landon brow frowned while he tried to remember, "Maximilian."
Grace nodded.
"Maximilian headed the city council and pretty much controlled the town for years. Nothing happened without his approval. Many people think his early death was a blessing for our town.
"Something happened between the Carter brothers that drew them apart. They had a huge fight when they were young. They never talked to each other again. Marcus was out of town for a long time. I think he lived in Portland. He only returned a short time before Maximilian's death. He died of cancer."
Scout barked and Grace looked at the clock and stood up. "I better start cooking or we'll have lasagna for breakfast instead of dinner."
CHAPTER 21
Grace realized how lonely her house was when she returned home. She missed having someone to share her life with.
Maybe this was the reason why she had dated one loser after another, to fill a void in her life.
First, Laura and Percy got married. Then her brother Steve and Diana. Even Georgina, the Gym teacher, had gotten herself a boyfriend. Everyone seemed to be getting on with life, except for her. She had basically been a nun since her last break-up.
Landon wasn't like any other man she had met before. He might look fragile, but he sure as hell wasn't. She tried to convince herself that she was only concerned for his well-being. But she knew that wasn't true. She cared for him. She cared much more than she'd ever thought she could again.
The next day, Diana asked her about Landon.
"What is Landon like?"
"He's nice."
"Nice? That doesn't tell me much. Come on, Grace, you used to say more when you talked about a man you met on a bus."
"I like him," she added.
"You like everyone."
"Well, then, there you go."
"Grace!" Diana exclaimed.
"You have already met him. You can make your own opinion about Landon," she said.
"You know that's not what I'm asking."
Grace didn't know what to say without getting too personal, and tell her how much she wanted to be there for him. Diana probably would understand everything that was wrong. Or right.
"He is writing a short history of Middletown. He's doing an amazing job."
"He's smart, then."
"Yes, I think he is."
"You should invite him to have dinner with us again. After all, he is the man who has stolen your heart."
"It's not like that."
"Then how is it like?"
"Complicated. I usually wouldn't mind if you ask me about this, but this is a special situation. I hope you understand."
Diana, of course, had heard rumors about Landon around town, but they were unusually vague. When she asked Derek, he told her the same thing as Grace did.
"Of course, I do understand. I'll just say you look happier than ever. I'm happy for you."
CHAPTER 22
"You look a thousand miles away," Grace said to Landon. "Should I ask what you're thinking about?"
"Fergus Carter," he said. A half-truth.
When they reached the lookout, Landon glanced down at the town below. He wondered whether Fergus had viewed the valley below from this point. He was still an enigma to him.
Grace put the box on the picnic blanket. It was loaded with food. She took out two paper plates and cups.
"I didn't know what kind of sandwich you like, so I got two ham and cheese and two roast beef. There's lemonade in the flask."
"I'll take a roast beef one," he said, "and lemonade sounds perfect."
When Landon turned his gaze back to Grace, she was looking him in that special way that made him feel warm. Then guilt struck him like a sword. How could he even think of being with a woman in his condition? He could not put himself in the position of being rejected again. The food suddenly felt like cotton in his mouth and his throat closed.
No. No. No. Not now.
Scout whined next to him and put a paw on his knee. He fought the flashback. He willed himself to breathe until it came naturally again. Landon looked up and met Grace's concerned expression. He took another deep breath. "I think I'm handling it," he said.
He leaned down and put two hands on Scout's head, just touching him.
"Do you need a hug?" she offered softly. Grace reached out and touched his hand. He was surprised at how comforting it felt. Human contact.
"Yes," he said. "They always help."
Grace wrapped her arms around Landon. She held him to her heart. Her voice cut through his flashback. "It's okay, it's not real. You can beat it."
Grace rocked Landon back and forth with small, gentle movements. Finally, Landon started to relax.
"I'm fine." He raised his head, giving Grace a small, tight smile. "I'm just a little disoriented and a lot embarrassed. I'm sorry," he said softly, hands dangling between his knees.
"There's nothing to be ashamed of."
"Thank you for bringing me here," he said. "But I'd rather go back to the cabin."
"You're very welcome," Grace gathered up the remainders from lunch and packed them in the box.
Since it was still early, Landon asked Grace to drive him to the community center.
"Come on, Scout," he said and walked up to meet Jonas. "Hello, Jonas."
"Hello, Landon, Welcome back. How's the research going?"
"I'm not sure," he said. "I've reached a dead end about Middletown's first years."
He saw curiosity in Jonas' eyes but he didn't ask any questions.
Landon changed the subject. "Do you have a picture or painting or sketch of Fergus Carter?"
Jonas rubbed his chin, trying to jump-start his memory.
"I remember seeing a sketch that an artist did for the newspaper, I think. You don't forget something like that. Legend is they wanted a photograph but Fergus refused. An artist did a quick sketch when Fergus met with the governor. He'd been a strong supporter of the statehood movement and I suspect he planned to collect on it. Not money but protection of his town."
Another tidbit Landon filed in his head. As soon as here turned to the cabin he intended to look up the conflict over statehood.
Jonas led the way upstairs opened the museum door and stood aside as Landon entered, then he went to one of the cabinets, unlocked it, and took out a faded newspaper page carefully encased in plastic. A sketch was in the lower left-hand corner.
Landon studied it. The artist was good. He'd captured the directness of eyes that seemed to stare at him. Fergus Carter was clean-shaven, and a scar running down his right cheek could be seen. Even with the scar, or maybe because of it, the face was arresting. Not handsome but strong.
"Interesting," he said taking several photos with his phone.
"There's more bound volumes. Take your pick. You can take those to the cabin with you instead of snapping pictures."
Landon nodded. "Thanks."
Jonas left the door open when he went downstairs. Landon leafed through the volumes, looking for the oldest ones.



Landon glanced at his phone. Nearly four-thirty. Where had the afternoon gone?
She hurriedly replaced the volume and met Jonas downstairs. "I have to go," he said. Grace was coming to cook dinner for them.
"Not taking anything with you?"Jonas asked.
"Not tonight. I'll be back on Monday."
Scout wagged his tail.
"Come on," he said. "It's just a short walk, and then Grace will cook dinner for us."
He talked to Scout all the way back home. He was a good listener.
"I'm going to see the town's bear tomorrow. What do you think?"
Scout barked.
"Yeah, I feel the same way."
Once in the cabin, he headed for the cold shower. He couldn't stop thinking about Grace. The attraction was growing stronger every time they met.
After the shower, he buried himself in work till Grace arrived. The text was taking shape. He just needed details of those first years, when Middletown was a dream in Fergus Carter's mind. He needed access to those journals if they actually existed.
CHAPTER 23
Landon took a deep breath before invading the dragon's lair. Before leaving he stooped down next to Scout.
"You have to stay at the cabin," he said. "I don't know if the old man likes dogs or not. I'll be back soon."
He thought about Fergus Carter, the Scottish settler with a vision, while he walked to his descendant's mansion's door.
He was dressed in the best he had: the black pants that were a little big and a navy blue shirt. He had even run a comb through his hair.
He had thought long and hard which was the best way to approach Marcus. He decided not to mention the journals. He would just say he was writing a short history of Middletown and he was interested in his input.
When he finally arrived, he knocked at the fancy doors. An old man greeted him.
"Good afternoon. Is Mr. Carter in?"
"Sure is," the old man said. "You must be the veteran living in one of Mr. Carter cabins."
"Guilty as charged," Landon said. "I'm Landon Petersen."
"I'll let his secretary know you're here. Mr. Carter has been expecting you."
"Thank you," he said a bit confused. How come the old man was expecting him?
A middle-aged woman walked across the room. "Who are you?" she said. No smile this time.
A gatekeeper, Landon thought. He'd had experience with that certain breed.
"Mr. Petersen to see Mr. Carter," he said.
"Do you have an appointment?"
"No, but I think he is expecting me." As far as he knew he wasn't lying.
"May I ask what is the purpose of your visit?" the woman looked as if she was sucking on a lemon.
"It's a personal matter. I'm renting Mr. Carter's cabin."
"If there's a problem with the cabin you should address it to the real estate agent Grace McAllister. She'll handle any problem you might have."
"There is no problem with the cabin. I already told you it's a personal matter," somehow Landon managed to find a bit of his old commanding voice.
The woman gave him a long stare, then picked up her phone.
"A Landon Petersen would like to see you about a personal matter." Somehow she managed to make 'personal matter' sound as if she had said 'shit'.
After a pause, she nodded at Landon. "Mr. Carter will receive you now. You can go in."
Landon's stomach churned. He had managed this far. He hadn't allowed himself to think beyond each step. The first step was to walk to the mansion, the second to get inside. Then, manage to set a date to meet with the old man...
I can do it. He followed the woman to a solid wooden door. She opened it and invited him inside with a gesture of her hand.
Landon peered inside and saw a rather dignified, well-dressed, good-looking old man in his late sixties or early seventies sitting in a huge high-backed leather armchair.
"Landon Petersen, I presume."
"That's me. Nice to meet you, Mr. Carter. Thank you for receiving me," he said extending his hand. The old man shook it.
"You're living in my cabin down Fairwood Crest Road," Despite his age, Marcus' voice was deep and held an authoritative tone.
"Yes, Sir," he said, reverting to military protocol.
"People in town say you're a vet."
"Yes, Sir. I am"
"Were you in combat?"
"Yes, Sir, I was."
"Was?"
"I'm on medical leave. PTSD. I'm not sure about my future yet." Somehow Landon sensed it wasn't a good idea to lie to Marcus Carter.
"Why did you come to Middletown?"
It was direct and even a bit rude, but he'd expected that. He sensed that frankness was the best course with the old man. "My doctor recommended a program in Seattle. An army buddy lives here."
"Derek Hayes," Marcus stated. "No family?"
"Mother and two sisters. My father died when I was a kid."
"Why aren't you staying with them?"
"That wouldn't work for me."
Marcus studied him in silence. "Family can be a pain in the ass sometimes. What's wrong?"
"When I returned to my hometown from my last deployment, my fiancée broke off our engagement. I couldn't stand staying in town after that."
Marcus Carter's voice softened when he asked. "Was there another man?"
Landon shrugged. "I don't know and I never cared to find out. I had other things on my mind at that time. I still have. Truth was I was not the same man I was when I proposed to her. I don't blame her even when it hurt."
He was controlling his breathing to stay calm.
Marcus stared at Landon for what seemed an eternity. For whatever reason, Landon's story had turned Marcus in his favor.
"Sit down," he ordered.
Landon obeyed.
"What do you want from me?"
"I'm writing a short history of Middletown."
"Why?"
Again, Landon decided to be open and honest. "I need the money to pay the rent. This job is the first thing that has interested me in months. Writing and investigating keeps me busy and helps me not to dwell in the past. I like history, and the West has always fascinated me. I have a general knowledge of its history."
"They say it's to promote the town," Marcus said with a frown. "That pretentious Mayor Thompson and his delusions of grandeur. He wants to bring more people here. I don't. I like Middletown as it is."
"It can't stay as it is if everyone grows old and dies," Landon said. "You'll just have another ghost town here. I know what it's like when a town's young people feel it's necessary to leave to get a job."
"How do you know?"
"I come from a small coal-mining town in Wyoming. About the only choices were the mine or... leaving."
"We're not that bad," Marcus said with what Landon thought must be a rare smile.
"I would have liked to stay," he said, sensing an opening, "but I couldn't support myself. It's why I joined the army. It helped me to get a degree and a future I might otherwise not have."
Marcus stared at him. "What do you want to know?"
"I've visited the museum at the community center and looked through some of the newspapers dating back to 1855. I've heard some stories about the founding of this town. I would love to learn more about how it all started. And about your ancestor, Fergus Carter," he paused. "I could probably sit down now and write some pages about Middletown that would satisfy Mayor Thompson, but I want to do better than that. There is a lot of missing information. Fergus Carter deserves more than just a mention as the town's founder."
Marcus lifted an eyebrow. "You must know that the mayor and I don't exactly agree on the future of Middletown. You have nerve coming here." It actually sounded like a compliment.
"You have the information I need. Fergus was one of the first settlers in the state. His story deserves to be told." Landon sat straight up in the chair. "I want to know what made him come here, settle here, establish a town that exists today. It had to take courage and vision."
"I don't think Fergus thought anything that grand," Marcus said wryly.
"That's why he's so interesting. He's like so many other pioneers. They didn't know what they were creating. They just wanted something better for their families."
"I'm not sure that's true either," Marcus said with a gruff chuckle. "He was an unwilling pioneer. He came to America to save his irresponsible brother, Jamie, only to watch him die in a stupid accident. Fergus had to sever all his ties in Scotland and sold everything there. It was either settle here or go home penniless."
That was already more than Landon had known before. Maybe more than anyone knew. Excitement coursed through him.
Then Mr. Carter's phone rang. He glanced at the screen.
"I have to take this. We'll keep talking. I'll call you." Then he waved his hand in an obvious dismissal gesture.
Landon left, a sense of accomplishment lifting his steps.
CHAPTER 24
Landon woke up the next morning after a rare good night's sleep. The sun streamed through the window. Scout burrowed next to him and raised his head the instant he stirred.
Landon scratched the dog's ears. Why had he been so reluctant to own a dog?
He stretched out. Yesterday's meeting with Marcus had been good. A huge success.
"Okay, Scout," he said. "We should get moving. We have things to do today. First a shower," he added, as Scout's ears went up.
Landon was still surprised at the ease of his conversation with Marcus. After what had been hinted and said about him, he'd expected an ogre, but he had enjoyed his time with him, with his direct questions. He had suspected he was testing him, and somehow he had passed. In any event, he was looking forward to talking to him again.
He thought about writing out some questions for their second meeting but he decided against it immediately. He would have to wing it.
He padded to the kitchen to make coffee. It was still dawning outside, but in his mind, he was still raking through the events of the last day. He wrapped a blanket around himself and took the coffee to the porch. Mornings were cold, but he didn't want to stay within four walls where he felt trapped.
His thoughts went back to Grace. He wondered if she would be still sleeping or making breakfast. If she was awake she was probably restless. She never seemed to stay still.
He went inside and helped himself to another cup of coffee. Scout looked hopefully at the front door. "Shower first," Landon said, "then we'll take a walk to town." Scout's tail wagged eagerly.
They walked past the community center. Not open yet. There was no one in the town square either. A few vehicles were driving through town. There were some cars and trucks parked in front of city hall.
Landon walked by Grace's real estate office. The lights were off. He passed the church and stopped to read the historical marker in front: Founded by Fergus Carter, 1862.
He looked at the church. It was a pretty white building with a tall steeple and bell. The architecture was simple with clean lines. It did not look like 1862.
The doors were open and, on a whim, he decided to go inside. An older, nice-looking man approached him. He held out his hand. "I'm Reverend Joseph Sheppard, the pastor here. Welcome. What can I do for you?"
"Hello. I'm Landon Petersen. I'm staying in a cabin outside town."
"Ah, yes. You are Derek's army fellow. I've heard of you. We've been praying for your recovery."
"Thank you, Reverend. I'm writing a short history of Middletown and I wondered if you had any story about Fergus Carter to share. I saw the marker outside,"
The Reverend smiled. "This building isn't the one that he built. That one burned down in the forties. But this church was constructed on the same ground as the original, so we still claim him. I don't know any story about Fergus Carter, but I know Marcus Carter has Fergus Carter's Bible. I've been asking him to donate it to the church but he refuses so far. Maybe you could ask him to let you take a look at it."
"Thank you," Landon said making a mental note.
"You're invited to the services, of course," the Reverend said.
"Thank you, I am not much of a believer in organized religion."
"No matter your religion, faith, or belief you should take the time to look within yourself and discover what you believe in friendship, love, loyalty, honesty, respect... Those values shape the type of persons we are. Many of us spend a lot of time trying to understand what we believe, what we want, and who we are."
Landon just nodded his head. He had not attended a church service for a long time, but he liked the Reverend.
"I'll think about what you said, Reverend. Thank you for your time."
Landon and Scout left the church. A couple walked past him. They were holding hands and leaning against each other.
Landon had never had young love. He'd been too different in high school, too busy in college, and too careful in the service. Fraternization was frowned upon, and he was all business. Then he met Darla and thought he had found his soulmate. They dated, they fell in love. Or so he thought. Landon couldn't take Marcus Carter's words out of his mind. Had she cheated on him while he was away? If Darla truly loved him, why didn't she stick around and help him to get better like Grace and the rest were doing?
Scout bumped him and offered his paw. "You're right, Scout," he said. "There's no use looking back. It's time to look ahead."
CHAPTER 25
Scout raised his head, ears pricked, and he whined softly in the back of his throat.
A minute later Landon heard a car parking in front of the cabin. He checked his phone to make sure he hadn't missed any text or call from Grace. There were none.
Then, he heard the sound of footsteps, and someone knocked at his door.
He opened the wooden door only to find his ex-girlfriend, Darla, standing there.
He had tried so hard to clear memory of her from his mind after what she had done to him, walking out of his life and his heart... And now she was back?
Landon was having trouble believing this. Suddenly his chest tightened and his heart started pounding rapidly. Scout let out a low growl to the female visitor.
"Landon?" she said, interrupting his thoughts.
"What are you doing here?" was the first words that came out of his mouth.
His ex-fiancée winced at his words but recovered.
"I thought about calling you, but then decided maybe it would be better just to talk to you in person."
"How did you know I was here?"
"Your mother told me after I talked and apologized to her for what I did to you."
Landon shook his head. He had to talk with his mother about telling people about his whereabouts.
"We broke up..., no, you broke up with me, so I ask you again what are you doing here?"
She took a deep breath and said in a shaky and nervous voice, "I made a mistake, Landon. I'm so sorry. I should have never broken up with you. It was the worst mistake of my life. I was scared and confused. When you came back, you were not the man I knew and loved before you went to war. People who knew you could see the change in you. You were angry, moody, aggressive, and withdrawn. It was the opposite of your personality. I didn't break up with you because I didn't love you. I did it because I didn't know how to handle you."
Landon nodded slightly.
"I was sick. I still am. I was diagnosed with Post-traumatic Stress Disorder, PTSD for short," he stated. His mind still processing what was happening.
"What is that?"
"PTSD is when after a traumatic event, the person continuous relives the event. I have flashbacks, nightmares, and anxiety disorder. I never blamed you for breaking up with me. I just had to move out of town and get some help. I knew I wasn't getting any support if I stayed there."
Darla gulped and paled.
"Would you mind if we keep talking inside?" Darla asked in a small voice. "It's kind of chilly out here."
Landon twisted his mouth, but said, "Come in. I don't have much time so you must be quick."
They sat at the kitchen table and Landon offered her something to drink.
Scout sat at Landon's feet, tongue hanging out. Landon scratched the dog's ears.
"Did you get a pet?"
"Scout it's not a pet. It's a service dog. I was paired with him. He is helping me to deal with my condition."
Darla took a sip of coffee and said, "I didn't know dogs could do that."
"You would be surprised what Scout can do for me," Landon said patting his head. "Much more than some humans."
An awkward silence fell over them.
"Landon. I want to help you. I bailed on you once before but I'm not doing it again."
"It might be a little late for that. When you broke up with me, I was crushed. I came home looking for support only to find new disappointments and frustrations. I isolated myself from friends and family and got depressed. I was fighting and barely overcoming the urge to be dead all the time. I started drinking a lot. More than I should to numb myself. I was sick even though tests told me nothing was physically wrong, I knew something wasn't right. Finally, I talked with Derek, do you remember him?"
Darla nodded.
"He told me he went through the same thing himself and told me exactly what I needed to do. So, I left town, I came here, and I've been working on myself since then."
"Why didn't you tell me?"
"Because you had already broken up with me and you didn't seem to care about me," he said with more anger than he'd meant. He sighed. "I was broken and you didn't seem to care if I died or not, you discarded me, threw me out of your life."
That memory came flooding back to his mind. Landon took a deep breath making an effort to relax. He kept petting Scout.
"It sounds like you do blame me for breaking up with you," Darla sniffed.
"I don't, but it doesn't mean that your decision didn't hurt me or made a bad situation worse. It did. I needed help and I found myself all alone. Rejected. I don't blame you, but I'm not happy with what you did to me either."
Darla bit down her lower lip, tears running down her cheeks.
"I have friends now. People who care for me," he said.
"Is there anyone else?"
Landon snorted, "I was wondering the same thing about you when you broke up with me, you know? My mind was too scrambled to deal with the answer to that question at that time."
"I never cheated on you, Landon," she said. He wasn't sure he believed her.
"To answer your question: no there is not anyone else. I can't handle being in a romantic relationship in my situation, but even if I would, I wouldn't go back with you."
He could see that hurt her.
"Why not?"
"Because I don't trust you won't bail on me again."
"That's not fair."
"Life is not fair, Darla. What you did to me was not fair. What happened to me was not fair. I'm still figuring out how to heal, and what to do with my life. The Landon you knew is gone and I'm pretty sure you wouldn't be able to love the person I became."
"I can try."
"Try? You have no idea of what I have been going through. I need stability, security, and safety. I'm not the same man I was before, mentally speaking." He tapped his temple with two fingers. "I can't stand crowds, or loud noises, for example. They are all triggers that can make me feel like I'm reliving my trauma. I would be waiting for you to run away every time I had a flashback, or withdraw myself from the world, every time I experienced an overwhelming bout of extreme and unprovoked anger.... Did you think you could show up here, say you're sorry and we'd be together again as if nothing happened?"
Darla was openly crying now. For some reason, it made Landon even angrier.
"Are you planning to stay here then?" she sniffed.
"Yes, I have all I need for my recovery here in Middletown."
"How long?"
"I don't know. I'll take all the time I need to heal up properly."
"It doesn't matter to you that I still love you? I still want us to be together."
"Where was your love when I needed you? Where was your love when you broke up with me? Where was your love when you broke me even more with your harsh words about how much I had changed? Where was your darn love when I cried every single night cursing myself because I couldn't get a hold of what was happening to me?" He asked, standing up from the table.



Landon was pouring his frustration, his pain into his words. He was screaming now.
"Can you handle this?" he asked, his hands pointing at him. He was breathing fast. Scout whined and rubbed against his leg.
"I'm sorry... I was trying to make things right between us..." she sobbed. "I didn't know... I have no idea what you went through...." She sobbed.
"Going back together is not an option, Darla. I'm sorry. I have no idea what you were expecting when you came here. I can't offer you the life we both dreamed of. I'm not the same man you knew. You deserve better than me."
Darla stood up and left the cabin mumbling something about love, getting better and leaving town.
Then she drove off. Hopefully for good.
CHAPTER 26
The next morning, Landon picked up the phone and dialed his mother's number.
"Hello, Mom," he said.
"Landon, are you..."his mother's voice was worried "are you okay?"
"I'm fine," he said. "Everyone here is friendly, and I'm involved in a project. I just wanted you to know I'm doing fine. I'm...happy."
The moment he said the word, he knew it was true. He was happy. Excited. He still had black moments, the sudden, unexpected assaults of grief, but they were coming less often.
"Why did you tell Darla where I was? She showed up at my cabin out the blue asking for a second chance."
"Well, I met with her at the store and asked her when she was getting married and she said the wedding was off. She and this doctor guy she had been dating had broken up. It seems he had been cheating on her all during their relationship. She told me she was sorry for how badly she has treated you and begged me to tell her where you were, so she could have a talk with you and ask for a second chance."
"A second chance of what? Further destroying my life?"
"I'm sorry, Landon. I thought at least you two would get some closure. I take it the meeting didn't go well."
"It wasn't that bad, she did apologize to me. In my condition, I'm not ready to date. I'm not sure if I ever will, but if I do, it wouldn't be with her. Please, from now on, keep my personal information to yourself."
"I will, baby. I am sorry. I really thought it would be good for you to talk with her. When are you coming home?"
"Not for a while. I'm doing better but I still have a long way to go."
Grace parked her car in front of the cabin to take Landon and Scout to town.
"I have to go, Mom. I love you."
"Love you too, baby."
Grace smiled at Landon, opened up the back door and Scout hopped in, then Landon stepped in the front passenger seat.
Landon sat down and didn't say a word. His conversation with Darla was still in his head.
"I talked with Marcus Carter," Landon blurted out.
"Wait, you did what?! That's amazing! How did you manage to get the old man to agree to see you?"
Landon shrugged. "I just dropped in at his house. I charged straight into the dragon's lair. Before I knew what I was doing, I found myself in front of Marcus Carter himself."
"Wow! Did you ask him about the journals?"
"No, I thought it would be better to wait a bit till he gets to know me better. He promised to call me to have a new meeting with him."
Grace pumped the brake carefully, stopping the car.
"You must be kidding me! Marcus Carter invited you to his house again?"
Landon nodded.
"Yes, he did. Why are you making a big deal out of it?"
"Marcus Carter is not the most social person in Middletown. As a matter of fact, he is almost a hermit. He must have liked you."
"I think we connected." He wet his lips and continued, "I have another piece of news to tell you. One that is much less agreeable."
"Oh? What is it?"
"My ex, Darla, is in Middletown. She came to visit me at the cabin last evening."
Grace wasn't as surprised as Landon thought she would be.
"You knew." It wasn't a question.
"A strange woman in low season asking for you certainly drew attention. Someone came to my office to tell me about her. What did she want?"
"A second chance."
She gripped the steering wheel till her knuckles went white.
"How do you feel about it?" she asked trying to sound calm.
"When I came back home with my mind scrambled, she broke up with me and refused any later contact. I always said I didn't blame her, but last night I discovered part of me does. I'm angry with her. She bailed on me too easily, too quickly. She didn't bother to figure what was wrong with me. One day, she came to me and said I had changed and broke up with me on the spot. What if I give her a second chance and she bails on me again? I can't emotionally afford that."
Grace nodded more vigorously than was probably necessary and relaxed a bit.
"You know? Something doesn't add up," Grace sighed, frustrated. "Why did she come all the way to Middletown to ask for a second chance? Why now?"
"Good questions. My mom said she was dating a doctor but he cheated on her and they broke up. I wonder if she and her doctor friend were dating while I was deployed."
"Sounds like it. Would it change anything if she cheated on you?"
"Not really, except for the fact that she looked at me in the eye and told me she didn't."
"Obviously, she can't be trusted. Cheaters lie. Everyone knows that. I heard she left town early today."
Landon was relieved to hear that.
"I'm afraid I lost my temper with her," he confessed.
"Who wouldn't'?" Grace looked at Landon and said, "You should have heard the things I said to my ex when I discovered he was cheating on me. It wasn't pretty."
"I believe you," he smiled at her and said, "You've been a true friend, Grace. Thank you for listening to me."
"Anytime, Landon."
CHAPTER 27
As Landon approached the Carter Mansion, he felt a little trepidation and then realized how foolish that was. He had managed worse situations. He missed Scout, but he had decided that it would be better if he stayed with Grace. Landon didn't know Marcus Carter enough to bring the dog along.
Landon reached the door, rang the bell, and was surprised how quickly it was opened.
"Good afternoon, Mr. Petersen, come on in. Mr. Carter is expecting you in his study," the old butler said, more polite than the last time.
He led the way through the living room to the study, a large room lined with books. A large mahogany desk piled with papers dominated the room.
Marcus Carter stood up to greet him. "Ah, Mr. Petersen, welcome again. I must admit I'm impressed, and that doesn't happen often. I did some research on you. A decorated veteran, recipient of a Purple Heart and a Bronze Star Medal. You are the kind of person Middletown needs. I don't usually take to people right away, but I like your grit."He smiled wistfully. "I used to be that way."
"I think you still are," Landon said.
"I'll take that as a compliment," the old man said. He made a gesture with his hand and said, "Please, have a seat."
Landon sat down.
"Thank you, Sir."
"Is the program in Seattle helping you in your recovery?"
"Yes, Sir. It has been very helpful."
"Where is your dog, Scout?"
"I wasn't sure if you like dogs or not so I left him with Grace McAllister."
"I prefer animals to humans. With humans I never know where I stand. They bow and scrape in front of me, and then plot and scheme the moment my back is turned. Animals don't do that."
Landon had Darla in his mind when he said, "That's very true, Sir."
"Feel free to bring Scout with you next time you visit. I heard he's a smart animal."
"That he is, Sir. I will."
Marcus Carter studied Landon's face for a long moment.
"What do you think you know about my ancestor?" the old man asked jumping straight to the point.
He noticed the emphasis Marcus Carter put on think. "Not a lot," he confessed. I found a newspaper in the library with a sketch of Fergus. I know he founded Middletown and he helped with the statehood campaign. I visited the local church yesterday and the Reverend told me about a family Bible."
"Yes, I have Fergus Carter's Bible here. I have it in an airtight, fireproof safe. You are welcome to look at it."
"I'd love to."
"The safe is in our library. Come with me."
Marcus Carter stood up and walked the way down the hall to a room lined with books. There were several tables along with chairs. He opened up a cabinet and then the safe. Respectfully, he took out a weathered-looking Bible. "This came from Scotland. It was the family Bible dating back to the 1850s. It's the one thing he held on to during the trek west."
The old man placed the Bible on a table, opened it, and pointed to a page. "You might start there."
Then, he sat down on a big leather couch.
Landon stared down at the handwriting. There was a flourish to every letter, but it was surprisingly readable.
Died: Jamie Carter this 7th day of April 1853, of drowning. God keep his soul.
The next entry was happier.
Wedded: Fergus Carter to Aiyana this 20th day of August 1854.
Born: of Aiyana and Fergus Carter, a daughter, Lorna, this 15th day of July 1855.
Born: of Aiyana and Fergus Carter, a daughter, Jenna, this 6th day of May 1857.
Born: of Aiyana and Fergus Carter, a son, Hamish, this 5th day of April 1859.
Died: Aiyana Carter, this 5th day of April 1861.
There was nothing after that.
"Here it says Fergus had a wife and three children."Landon made a pause and added, "His wife had a very peculiar name, Aiyana. Was she a Native American?"
Marcus Carter subtly moved his lips with a pensive look in his eyes. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, he said, "Yes, she was. White frontiersmen often wed Native American women who could act as intermediaries, helping navigate the political, cultural and linguistic gulf between tribal ways and those of the white men."
"She died young and left him with three children. Did Fergus marry again?"
"No, he didn't. A woman from Aiyana's tribe came to stay with him and take care of his children."
"What happened to the son? There was nothing else written in the Bible about him," Landon asked.
"Oh, he survived, but he disappeared for years. Rumors were that he was an outlaw. He returned when Fergus was dying. Among the papers we have is a pardon from the governor two days before Fergus's death, but I don't think Fergus forgave him. Hamish became a pillar of the community and he is one of my ancestors."
"And the daughters? Were they heard from again?"
Marcus was silent for a moment, and then said, "There was a lot of prejudice then. Fergus sent the daughters away to be educated in the east, and that was where they met their husbands."
"Can I take of picture of the Bible?" Landon asked showing Marcus Carter his phone.
"You can, just don't use the flash."
"Thank you."
Landon took several pictures of the Bible, and then he braced himself and plunged in. "Mr. Carter, people in town say you might possess some journals written by Fergus Carter? If they exist they would be very helpful in my research."
Marcus continued to study Landon's face, looking into his eyes.
"The journals exist," Marcus said pointing at the safe. "There are five of them. They have been passed from one member of Carter's family to another. No one except members of the Carter family have read them."
"Have you read them all?"
Marcus nodded. "I have. Experts from the Library of Congress came to digitize them some years ago. The archives are not released to the public though."
"Why do you keep them a secret? Even their existence is in doubt."
"Maybe because my ancestors were ashamed of our Native American blood or feared that Hamish's reputation might taint the family. They probably thought this information might hurt their position in the community."
"Do you care about this too?"
Marcus waved his hand dismissively. "My heart isn't in politics. It never was. My brother Maximilian was the power-hungry one. In my parents' eyes, he could never do any wrong. Spoiled him completely. He ruined many lives, including mine."
"I'm sorry to hear that."
Marcus looked up with sorrowful eyes. "My brother stole my girlfriend from me and married her. She was pregnant with their first child when she broke up with me. If there is such thing as karma, then definitely what went around came around. My brother was an abuser and a bully. My ex-girlfriend couldn't admit she'd made a mistake and dived into alcohol. They had two daughters, Nadine and Molly. His wife died when she gave birth to the second child. Maximilian always blamed Molly for his wife's death and turned his back on her. He practically wrote her out of his will when he died of cancer some years later. I've been looking after her from the shadows all these years."
Marcus took a deep breath and added, "I never got married. I have no heirs. The Carter line will end with me. I'm sorry if I'm rambling on, but for some reason, it is making me feel better to tell you these things. Maybe because I heard your ex-fiancée was in town. I take it the reunion didn't go as she expected because she left the next day."
"No, it didn't. She wanted a second chance. I didn't."
"You're better off without her if my opinion counts."
"It does, thank you, Sir. Would you mind if I write Fergus's story? I'll reveal nothing without your approval," Landon asked.
"I'll think about it," Marcus said regaining his composure. "For now, tell no one else what we talked about," he made a pause, "On second thoughts, you can talk with the McAllister girl. The gossip mill says you two have become very close to each other."
Landon blushed. "She is a good friend, sir. She has been very helpful."
"I bet she has. I know it's late notice, but would you care to you join me for dinner?"
When Landon hesitated just for a second, Marcus Carter added, "We'll be finished with plenty of time for you to go to your poker game at the community center."
Landon must have looked surprised, because Marcus added, "I know everything that goes on in Middletown. What about dinner? I have the second-best cook in town."
"It would be my honor to join you, Sir," he said.
Marcus guided Landon into the dining room. Dinner was served immediately. Pork tenderloin with a whiskey sauce, wild rice, and grilled vegetables.
They made small talk during dinner. Much to his surprise, Landon found he was enjoying himself. Marcus Carter was a bottomless pit of information about everyone in Middletown.
"Thank you for spending time with an old man. You must go now or you'll be late for your game."
"Thank you for dinner and the conversation. I enjoyed them both."
"Thank you for your service, Mr. Petersen. I'd like it if you could think of me as a friend. I haven't had one of those in a long time."
Landon looked at Marcus stunned by his words. The old man flashed a Cheshire-cat smile at him.
"Now if you excuse me, I have things to do." Marcus shook Landon's hand, turned, and walked to the door.
CHAPTER 28
An ecstatic Scout greeted Landon when he arrived back. Landon knelt and hugged Scout, then stood and thanked Grace for keeping him.
"No thanks necessary. Scout was a delight. I enjoyed having a dog around. He has very good manners," Grace scratched Scout's ears saying, "Who's a good boy?"
"Yes, he does," Landon said, "although I can't take credit for it. He was already trained when I adopted him or, more truthfully, he adopted me."
"A cup of coffee before going to your game?"
"Sure."
"Where are you from, Landon?"
"The army was my home for ten years' active service. Fourteen if you include ROTC at the university. Before that, a small town in Wyoming."
"There are mountains there," Grace said. "What about family?"
"Mother and two sisters. My dad died working in the mines. One of them is married. You couldn't move my mother out of my hometown with a ten-ton truck. Her father, mother, and grandparents are buried there. So is my father. She practically lives at the cemetery."
The conversation reminded him that he needed to get his act together and help out his family.
"What about friends?"
He shrugged. "I was always the odd one out."
"Maybe, you'll consider Middletown your home one day," Grace said.
"It's growing in me," he said. "I've never felt so welcome."
"Good," she said giving Landon a thousand volt smile.
"So... Are you going to make me beg for it? How did your conversation with Marcus Carter go?"
"Even better than the first one," he said. "I had dinner today with him. He showed me the family Bible and I discovered a lot of things about Fergus Carter. Marcus also confirmed that the diaries exist. There are five of them..."
"Wow, wow, wow! Stop the press! I'm impressed!" Grace shrieked with excitement. "You can't just say something like that in such a casual manner."
"Well, I didn't actually see the journals, but I did see the Bible. He even let me take some pictures of it."
"You're my..." Grace suddenly stopped. Somehow she knew the word 'hero' might be a trigger for Landon so she said the first word that came to her mind. "...Batman."
Landon couldn't help but laugh, "Batman?"
Grace blushed deeply. "Well, you're dark and mysterious like Batman, and you have your... Dog-wonder and your... Bat-cabin..."
Landon was now laughing of out loud for the first time in ages.
"That would make you Batgirl then?"
Grace realized she was seeing a glimpse of Landon Petersen before the tragedy in Afghanistan. She didn't know how long it would last, but she liked him. She liked him too much. His eyes sparkled with life.
"I always preferred Catwoman." Grace purred and blushed deeply. "Tell me about what you discovered before I make more a fool of myself than I already did."
"Fergus Carter left Scotland to follow his younger brother Jamie here. Jamie died in an accident. Fergus couldn't go back to Ireland because he was broke so he traveled west. He married a Native American, Aiyana, and had three kids with her, two girls and a boy. The boy, Hamish, was an outlaw when he grew up."
"This information is pure gold!"Grace exclaimed with excitement.
"I know. Please don't share it with anyone. Marcus told me I could tell you about it but no one else."
Grace tilted her head with curiosity, "Why me?"
"He said we are..."Landon cleared his throat, "...close ...friends."
Grace felt warmth rising within her as she began to realize the truth of Marcus' words
"Well, Marcus is right. We are close... friends."
"I think I'll skip the Poker game today. I'm exhausted."
"Would you like me to drive you to the cabin?" Grace offered.
"Not today. Thank you. Scout and I need the exercise."
Landon stood up, and started for the door. Scout followed him.
"Landon," she called him.
He turned around.
"Thank you for letting me be part of your life."
"Hey, you're team Landon, right?" he said with a half-smile.
"I'm team Landon through and through. And after today, I'm also your biggest fan. By the way, I loved the smile on your face when you came in today."
Landon's expression clouded. He sighed and said, "I feel guilty every time I do that."
CHAPTER 29
"I'm falling for Landon," Grace confessed to Diana, her sister-in-law. She needed to tell someone or she felt she was going to burst.
"That's great! Have you told him about your feelings?"
"Of course, not! He had gone through a lot, he is not ready for a relationship. He's still fragile. Yesterday he told me he felt guilty every time he smiled. Imagine falling in love."
"Being a lone survivor can bring a lot of guilt," Diana opined. "It explains why he jumped headfirst into the job you gave him. He needed something to focus his head on."
"I think he's discovering he's stronger than he thought," Grace corrected her. "He faced Marcus Carter in his den and came up triumphant. Damn if I know how he did it!"



Diana could see the look of admiration in Grace's eyes.
"Maybe the old man identified with him. You heard the rumors about Maximilian stealing Marcus' girlfriend. Marcus left Middletown for years after that. Landon lost his fiancée too and left his hometown," Grace explained.
Diana looked stunned. "For real?"
"Yep, for real. The bitch even came to Middletown to ask for a second chance. Can you believe the nerve of that woman?"
"I believe you are jealous," Diana smiled at her sister-in-law.
"Darn right I am! But I also care about Landon, and I'm pretty sure she's no good for him."
Diana nodded.
"I'm sorry to change the subject, but I came to talk with you about Founders' Day. The students are already asking me what we are going to represent."We need something new. Something fresh," Diana told her.
"Maybe Landon could help," Grace suggested.
Diana rolled her eyes. "How?"
"He has been investigating about Fergus Carter. He talked with Old Man Carter himself twice."
The last sentence piqued Diana's interest. "Wow, that would be great! Maybe he could write a play."
CHAPTER 30
Landon woke up screaming. Scout was whining and pawing at him with his foot. He was trembling and sweating and could barely breathe. He clung to the dog until he could breathe normally again. But when he looked at his hands, they still shook.
Scout snuggled close, his tongue frantically trying to lick him. He buried his hands in his fur. Comforted by his unconditional love, he didn't move. His shaking finally stopped as the last of the recurring nightmare faded away.
He knew from experience he wouldn't go back to sleep.
The water felt good, sensual even. He hadn't even thought that word for a long time. He shampooed his hair, and then he soaped his body, turning the water as hot as he could bear. When he stepped out, he noted that Scout had not moved from his watchdog position.
"Just a few more minutes," he promised.
He mentally planned the day as he made coffee and toast for himself and prepared dog food for Scout. At least now he had something to plan. Breakfast and a walk, then write down everything he had talked with Marcus Carter about.
A couple of hours later, Landon was reading and re-writing some paragraphs when Scout barked just before someone knocked at his door.
He opened the door to find Grace with a pecan pie in her hands. She looked prettier today than she had yesterday, and more yesterday than the day before. God help him if that trend continued.
Scout greeted her with a friendly bark.
"Good morning, Grace. What a lovely surprise."
"Good morning, Landon.
"You look great," he said as he glanced at a pair of pants that fit snugly on her slim figure and a dark brown blouse.
He couldn't remember being so at ease with a woman. Not even with Darla.
Grace's pulse spiked. Her heart thudded faster even as she sliced the pie and put it on two plates while Landon fixed their drinks.
"Thank you," she said blushing.
"Down, girl," she told herself.
"Did you bring me a pie?
"Yeah, it's kind of a bribe. I have something to discuss with you. My sister-in-law Diana and her husband teach in Middletown High. They want to represent a play for Founders' Day. I thought we can use your investigation to write a script. I told the mayor about it and he loved the idea. He wants to turn it into a town event."
"More work, Grace? We need to discuss my payment again," he said, there was a pause and then he winked at her. His old self was back for a moment.
Grace smiled at him. "You got me for a moment."
"Okay, I'll help but you owe me."
"I'm already in debt with you, Landon."
"Keep in mind, I'm not a scriptwriter. I'm not even a writer."
"I took a Writing Class in high school, and Diana is an English teacher. She is willing to help too."
Landon twisted his mouth. "Grace, you know how I feel about hanging around people. Something like this is going to need a lot of meetings."
"Don't worry, I'll deal with the meetings. You just need to write down the facts and help me with the dialogues," she suggested, "Why don't we eat the pie while we talk about it?"
Grace stood up, cut two pieces, and put them on the plates. When she moved forward to give Landon his plate, Scout crossed in her path making her stumble. She reached forward and clung to Landon's shirt. The plate went down to the floor.
"Grace!" Landon reached out for her, and they both fell against the fridge, her face next to his, her body pressed against his. He held out his arms to steady her.
"Are you okay?" he said shakily as she echoed the words at the same instant. She felt so good against him. Softer than she looked.
She nodded with a grin and made no effort to move. "You make a good landing pad."
He chuckled.
"What about you?" Landon asked.
"Pretty sure I'm as intact as I was a minute ago."
Their eyes met. She swallowed hard and did what she had been wanting so badly to do: she folded her arms around him and touched his lips to hers.
The feel of Grace's lips burned all the way through Landon, and he found himself responding with the same rush of heat he felt in her.
"Reaction from the near fall. Relief that neither of us was injured," Landon told himself.
As much as he tried to tell himself that, Landon knew it was something far stronger. Grace was awakening something he had thought dead and gone.
His body wasn't obeying his head. The need of her eyes, the searching of his lips all blocked the part of him that wanted to deny it.
His lips explored hers, and his body ached with need. Her arms went around him and he didn't feel so cold, so apart from everyone else. So alone. Landon found himself responding, her lips opening to him. The air between them was magnetic, storm winds blowing temptation.
Landon jerked away and stood. Trembling. "I... want but... I can't," he stuttered.
Grace's fingers smoothed his hair. "It's okay. I'm...sorry. I... shouldn't..."
"Don't apologize," he said. "It's me. Not you. I'm just not ready." He looked down at her. "I don't know if I'll ever be ready."
Grace took a deep breath and simply nodded. "I don't usually come on so strong. You just... looked so damn yummy and felt... well, just right."
"Just right?"Landon couldn't stop the smile tugging at his lips.
Grace smiled back. "Well, not the most elegant compliment, but I'm still recovering from what happened."
Landon realized then why he felt so comfortable with her. There was no pretense about her. She was comfortable in her own skin. And sexy. Much too sexy.
"I'll get you another plate," he said, and she knew he was trying to cut the tension that the kiss had created.
Grace moved out of the way and picked up the broken pieces of plate, then she sat down and watched as Landon took the first bite.
"Wow. This is the best bribe pie I ever tasted," he said with his mouth full.
"It's my mom's own version. She taught me to cook since I was five. It's a favorite from church socials to funerals," Grace said arching her brow.
"You should sell the recipe," Landon suggested taking another bite.
She looked thoughtful. "I haven't thought of that. Not sure if Mom would approve. I don't want her ghost haunting me at night."
Landon changed the subject. "Tell me more about the play."
"Well, I thought we could write a few scenes of Fergus coming here, marrying a Native American..."
"Aiyana. We could incorporate Western and folk songs in the telling. Most are out of copyright, so there should be no problem." Landon pressed his lips together. "I need to ask Marcus for permission. I'm not going to write anything unless he gives me the okay. If he says no, it's a no."
"I would never ask you to go against Marcus' wishes," she said. She drew a long breath. "Maybe it's just a dumb idea, Landon. Diana and I were talking about what to do and we were stymied."
"Would there be time?" he asked.
"Two months."
Landon let out a long whistle. "This is crazy."
Grace gave him a huge smile that warmed him down to his toes, "I've been called crazy before. You don't know what Middletown is able to achieve when we all work together."
She looked at her phone and exclaimed, "Look at the time! I better get going. I'm already late for a meeting."
"Thank you for the pie, Grace."
"You're welcome," she tiptoed to kiss his cheek and ran to her car.
It was all she could do to keep from kissing him again.
CHAPTER 31
New York, 1852
It is a joyful Yule. After ten days of searching, I found my brother Jamie. He is with me now. Running low on funds, he had been enticed into a fighting club where he was forced to lose rounds after winning several matches. When he complained about not being paid, he was badly beaten and thrown out on a wintry street in Five Points, an area much feared.
New York is a lawless place. The police are corrupt, asking for money when I sought assistance. I hired men to look for Jamie. One stumbled upon him and brought him to my lodgings. A doctor attended him, and he is improving. I asked him to return to Scotland, but he refused.
Despite his injuries, he is determined to go west. The newspapers are full of news about gold finds in California, and there are also rumors of gold in Colorado. I fear if I do not go with him, he will go alone and his recklessness will kill him.
I offered to pay our way if he would travel west with me. Jamie, now penniless, agreed. I do not seek gold as my brother craves, but I have heard there are opportunities in the West. I have talked to many people, and I am told we should buy goods and wagons in Independence, Missouri, since the journey from New York is long and harrowing with many river crossings. I have also been told we should be in Independence by April to join a wagon train for protection against the savages. I can buy goods then and hire men to drive the wagons.
I fear I have seen Scotland for the last time, but there are vast new territories to explore. I have purchased a book that purports to tell me everything we will need on the journey westward from the Mississippi.
From the Journal of Fergus Carter
Landon closed the leather-bound journal as the door to the garden room opened and Marcus appeared, followed by the old housekeeper carrying the tray of coffee and small cakes. Marcus had called him earlier in the day and asked whether he would like to read some more excerpts of the journals. Landon had grabbed at the chance.
He had been far too occupied with thoughts of his meeting with Grace last night. He welcomed the distraction.
"I thought you might need a break," Marcus said. "You've been reading for more than two hours, and it's not that easy to read. In some parts, the ink has almost faded."
Landon shoved back his chair. "I didn't realize... I'm sorry... I've just traveled a long way with Fergus."
The housekeeper poured tea into a cup and handed it to Landon, who thanked her.
"I want to ask you something," Landon said sipping his tea.
"Nothing stopped you before," Marcus said as his eyebrow arched.
"What would you think about an outdoor play about the founding of Middletown?"
He waited for the fallout.
"Not a bad idea," Marcus finally said. There was actual color in his cheeks. Marcus looked like a different man than the one Landon had met. There was life in his eyes. "Who will write it?"
"Me..."
Marcus nodded his approval.
"Grace and her sister-in-law would help. It would be a group effort, but I'd be the one in charge," Landon said. "I would like your input too. You know how the story goes better than anyone. You've read the journals."
Marcus hadn't said no so far.
"They want it ready for Founders' Day. That's in two months," Marcus Carter said. "That's impossible."
"Nothing is impossible with the right attitude. That's what Grace says, anyway."
Marcus broke his reserve sufficiently to exhibit a brief smile. "That McAllister girl has you wrapped around her little finger, hasn't she?"
Landon just shrugged and diverted the subject.
"We talked about it," Landon continued. "She is going to recruit teachers of Middletown High to help."
"I've been toying with the idea of writing Fergus's story for a long time," Marcus continued. "Maybe it's time to tell the truth about the town's hero."
"Are you sure?" Landon asked with a hint of concern.
Marcus nodded. "Maybe a good place to start would be with a narrator opening the first journal and reading an entry. Then the actors could dramatize it."
"That's a great idea. If we choose the pertinent journal entries it might work."
"I can certainly help there," Marcus offered.
Landon felt his excitement building. Marcus' reaction was far more than he had expected. He could hardly wait to tell Grace.
That sudden thought startled him. How could Grace become important so quickly?
He feared returning to the nothingness he had felt, and yet he equally feared becoming so involved in other people's lives. He didn't want to care deeply again. It just hurt too much.
"Before you leave..." Marcus Carter handed Landon a thick folder.
"What is this?" he asked.
"Some pages I printed from the first journal for you."
CHAPTER 32
"I have news," Landon's grin was downright irresistible.
"I do, too."
"You go first, then," said Landon.
"The teachers are excited about the idea of a play. The drama teacher said it was a great idea. Mr. Livingston, the principal, gave his okay, as well. He offered the auditorium for rehearsals. The play itself it's going to take place in the town's square."
"That's great news, Grace," Landon smiled at her.
"Did Marcus approve?"
"Well..." Landon looked at the floor. Grace gulped. "Yes, he did! He's going to skim through the journals to look for paragraphs we can use."
"Yay! You're a wonder!" before she realized what she was doing, Grace hugged Landon and kissed him on the cheek. Spontaneous and quick, but it sent quivers down his back.
Landon looked at her with his mouth slightly opened.
Grace batted her eyelids and said, "Hell no, I'm not sorry! Sit down and tell me all the juicy details. I promise your virtue will be safe."
Landon let out a short laugh. "That's good to know."
"Coffee?"
He nodded and she went straight to the kitchen. Grace could barely focus on what she was doing. She was too aware of his eyes on her.
She carried two cups to the table
"First," he said, "Marcus Carter has printed some pages from Fergus Carter's first journal for me to read. He told me he had the journals scanned some years ago."
Grace looked at Landon in total disbelief. "You... are... awesome." Then a slow smile spread over her face. "Can I read them?"
"Maybe, if you behave."
Grace leaned over and took Landon's hand. "You said Marcus Carter wants to help with the play."
"He had this great idea." Landon related Marcus's thoughts about a narrator reading directly from the journal.
"Is the journal that good?"
"I haven't read it all, but, yes, I think so. Fergus Carter was a good writer. Succinct, yet somehow he makes you feel you're there."
"Can I take a look at it now?"
He looked at her for some seconds. "I don't know... maybe if you give me another kiss... Then, sure."
"Thank you!" She leaned over to kiss Landon's lips, catching him by surprise.
Grace sat at the table and Landon place the folder with the printed pages in front of her. Landon sat at her side.
He didn't know how long they sat there. An hour, maybe, before she lifted her head. "You're right. You're with him every mile. I can see exactly what Marcus Carter has in mind now." She reluctantly closed the folder and placed it on the coffee table. "Have you had dinner?"
Landon shook her head. "No, not yet. I rushed to share the good news with you. I probably should go back to the cabin."
"No, you won't, Mister. You'll stay here and I'll cook dinner for both of us."
Grace knew she was asking for trouble by inviting him in, and yet she didn't want him to leave. She didn't want to be alone anymore.
Scout came with them to the kitchen and sat down next to Landon.
"What happened with the man?" Landon asked Grace out of the blue.
"What man?"
"The one that made you wary of men."
"Is that obvious?"
He just shrugged. "Our first meeting at the gym was a big hint."
"Do you want to hear the whole messy story?"
He nodded.
She was silent for a moment. It was obvious it was one she didn't want to tell. However, she knew trust is a two-way road.
"I had a string of bad relationships and even worse breakups. Most of them were the result of my own bad judgment. My last boyfriend cheated on me using dating apps. He covered his tracks using different names and using fake pictures."
"How did you catch him?"
"I looked on his phone while he was in the bathroom and found a dating app and messages back and forth with several women. When I confronted him, his apologies didn't feel genuine. He lied saying that nothing was going on, even though I had seen that wasn't true. He probably thought I was stupid. I talked with the last girl he messaged with and she admitted they had met and had sex."
"How did you find her?"
"I wrote down her number and called her."
Damn if Grace knew why she was spilling her guts. Landon was just so easy to talk to.
He reached out his hand to hers. He sensed the wound in her.
"He's an idiot," he said.
"You think?"
"I know," he said with emphasis. Then he leaned over and kissed her.
Her hand tightened over his and she stood, guiding him to his feet. He leaned against her and their bodies gravitated toward each other. His lips met hers again, and her world exploded. Heat rushed through her.
Landon knew he couldn't fight his feelings anymore. Her body felt just fine against his. Soft, supple, and strong.
The kiss deepened and the heat radiated through every nerve in his body. So did the rush of other feelings, and they all had to do with the heart.
He had never believed in love at first sight, but that was what happened when he'd seen Grace at the gym. He'd tried to deny it. He thought that maybe it was something that would disappear considering it had been too long since he'd had been with a woman. But it grew stronger and stronger. His passion lay not in lust, but in the sense of belonging and the wholeness he felt when he was with her, a wholeness that filled the emptiness in his heart.
Grace felt his hesitation, and stepped back, her hand catching his. "I'll go slow, Landon, as slow as you want."
"I don't think I want you to go slow," he said. His fingers caressed the back of her neck. "I've felt as if I've been hit by a tornado since I first saw you. It's crazy, I know, but..."
He looked down at those wide eyes and his heart melted.
"You're so pretty."
"You're not bad, either," she admitted in a wry voice.
He chuckled at that. "You're not very good at compliments, are you?"
"I'll do better. I promise."
"I can't pretend to know how this is happening or why," Landon said, lifting her chin so she looked up at him, "but I'm sure as hell not going to question it."
Grace stood on tiptoes and kissed him thoroughly, and Landon felt as if he had arrived in some wonderful place he hadn't known existed.
Scout tried to get between them. "Do you think Scout is trying to tell us something?"
Grace asked. "Do you think he approves of me?"
"One bark if you approve," Landon said.
Scout barked once.
"Smart dog," Landon scratched the dog behind the ears.
"I think you rigged that," Grace said with a smile.
"I better get going. It's late."
"I'll walk with you for a while if you don't mind."



Grace took Landon's hand as they walked to the door. Scout meandered along with them.
Landon still felt an emotional overload. He felt cleansed. The grief was no longer festering. The terrible anger that had once sustained him, and eaten him up inside was vanishing. That didn't mean the end of flashbacks or nightmares, he knew it, but a brief reprieve was certainly welcome. In his last visit, Doctor Michaels had tapered off his meds and told him to stop using some of them.
The moon was bright enough that they could follow the path up the cabin. They walked in silence but he felt her quiet understanding.
Grace moved closer to Landon, felt his warmth.
Landon loved the night, and the peace Middletown fostered.
"It took me a long time to realize this is where I want to be," he said softly.
Grace shivered. She didn't want him to leave.
New emotions flowed through him. She made him feel safe. It was almost as if he had found a sanctuary in her arms. And he would be kidding himself if he didn't know she made him feel other things, as well.
She was a good woman. He had recognized it before but tonight proved what kind of person she was. It was obvious she wanted to go to bed with him. His body had wanted it as well. But she had sensed that he wasn't ready.
In the past few hours, she had given him a priceless gift. He was no longer alone.
Grace understood him. She accepted him. Landon suspected Grace knew him in a way Darla never had.
"You better go back to your place," he said, "Scout and I can walk together to the cabin from here."
Grace nodded and waved at them till they were out of sight.
CHAPTER 33
"We are going to celebrate," Landon told Scout as he reached the cabin and viewed it with new appreciation. It was no longer just a haven. It was becoming home.
Landon was too excited to go to bed, so he sat on the couch and turned on the reading lamp.
His phone rang. He knew who it was before he answered. No one called him except for her.
"Hi, Landon," Grace greeted him, unable to hide the excitement. "Did you and Scout arrive safely?"
"Yes we did," he said. "Thank you for checking on us."
"I forgot to ask you, tomorrow's dinner is still on?"
"Yes, of course. Can't have enough of your cooking."
"Just my cooking?"
"I can't have enough of the cook either," he added.
"That's better. I'll see you then. Can't wait," she said with a giggle. "Spending time with you is precious and I love every minute that we are together."
"I'm looking forward to it. See you tomorrow."
Landon held the phone for a moment. What was he doing?
He had immersed himself in Fergus' world to avoid thinking of Grace and the emotions she had aroused. However, it had bonded them more closely to each other.
He ached inside as he remembered how her body felt next to his, how her lips caressed his when they kissed.
He didn't believe in short romances. He had seen too many of them happen to soldiers on leave, only to receive Dear John letters a few months later.
His father had courted her mother for years before she agreed to marry him. Her sister had known her husband since grade school before they had fallen in love...
Was he only making excuses? Was he simply frightened of love, of losing someone again?
He was too excited to go to bed. He sat down and opened the folder.
May5, 1853
It is a sad day. My brother Jamie died today just days from the mountains he longed to see.
He drowned while crossing a stream swollen by a storm. The wagon he was driving overturned, and his body was caught beneath it.
With a heavy heart, we gave him a Christian burial as the sun set. God give him rest. I am now the only remaining member of my family.
I will stay with the train until we reach the mountains that are now in sight. Our scout reports we will stop at a lake on the edge of the mountains and stay there several nights to rest and refill the water barrels. He said it would be a fine location for a settlement since the Indians are friendly.
I will make the decision when we arrive there, but I am weary of travel and I wish to be close to where my brother lies...
From the Journal of Fergus Carter
Landon rubbed his eyes read. Marcus' chosen selections from Fergus' journal had taken him back in time.
"One more page, and then we'll go to bed," he said to Scout who was lying at his feet.
July 12, 1853
We reached the loch our scout promised. We were nearly out of water and what little we had gone to the animals. The loch is as deep and blue as the evening sky, as pure as those in my highlands. It lies at the foot of mountains that overlook the dry country through which we passed and is obviously fed by the snow that caps their tops. It is a beautiful, serene place, and I plan to stay and establish our settlement here.
There is an evergreen forest full of hunt-able prey. I walked around the loch and felt as if I belonged. I am saddened my brother never saw it.
From the Journal of Fergus Carter
Landon put the printed pages aside and looked at his phone. It was past two in the morning. He stood and stretched. He couldn't wait to read more about the Quileutes and Fergus's marriage.
Questions popped up in his mind. Had Fergus been in love in Scotland? Had he left a sweetheart to find his brother? Had he found love in his wife, Aiyana, or had she only been a convenience?
Scout whined next to him. He opened the back door and let him out, but all he saw was the chair Grace had sat in.
The image hit him like a sledgehammer.
Don't think about it.
He tried again to think about Fergus. He had traveled with him from Scotland to New York and then halfway across a country new to him. He hadn't let the death of his brother stop him. His writing about his brother's death had been matter-of-fact, and yet he felt the pain in him.
He tried to put himself in his position. He had left everything familiar and risked everything he had to take care of his brother, the only close relative remaining to him. And then he had died.
Landon could relate with his pain.
Scout trotted over to him, licked his hand, and whined.
"What is it?" he asked.
Scout went over to the chair where Grace had been sitting, put a paw on it, and whined again.
"Oh, you like her, huh?"
Scout whined.
"You approve?"
Another whine.
"She didn't coach you?" he asked.
Scout looked at Landon quizzically.
"Not sure I believe you," he said. "It's snack time."
At the word snack, the dog barked and Landon gave him a biscuit.
Scout led the way into the bedroom, Scout ate his treat beside the bed, and then jumped up on it. Landon had read longer than he intended, and he couldn't wait to get the texts of the second journal.
Nor the next meeting with Grace.
He closed his eyes and for the first time in months, he looked forward instead of back.
It was time he let go of his own losses.
CHAPTER 34
Grace sang in the shower. She felt happy, really happy, for the first time in years.
She had met a man who turned her on in every possible way, emotionally, intellectually, and sexually. One reason she liked him so much was that he was completely unaware of the effect he had on others in the short time he'd been in Middletown.
He didn't think anyone else would have approached Marcus Carter, much less been welcomed into his home and invited to read the journals.
Nor, she thought, would anyone else have convinced the old man to take part in the play.
Maybe it was time for her to get a dog. A friend for Scout. She turned off the shower but not the song in his head.
She headed for the bedroom and her limited wardrobe.
She already felt a flutter deep in her stomach, the ache of anticipation. She opened her closet and stared at the few garments.
She selected a navy blue skirt and a light blue fitted blouse and looked at herself.
She needed something else. She looked in the small velvet pouch in which she kept her few pieces of jewelry and selected a bracelet her mother had given her.
She put it on and then applied some lipstick.
Her heart was bouncing wildly as she drove to the cabin, each mile seemed to be filling her with an eagerness to be with him again. It was obvious that she simply could not be rational where Landon was concerned. He had turned her world upside down and inside out.
Landon opened the cabin door and Grace's heart stopped. He was wearing a pair of jeans that fit his tall, lean body as if designed just for him. A light tan suede jacket was worn over a dark brown shirt open at the neck. His hair was wet as if he had just come out of a shower, and that sent sensual images through her mind.
It didn't help that his eyes looked at her with an intensity that sent her blood racing.
"Hi, there," she said as she stooped down and made Scout a very happy dog by rubbing his ears, then running her hand down his back.
Scout made a spectacle of himself by twisting his body around in excitement, then plopping on the floor and raising all four feet in the air while Grace rubbed his belly.
"Now, that is just plain disgusting," Landon said. "He doesn't do that for me."
She laughed.
He reached out and took her hand. It was warm and strong without being controlling. She didn't object when he guided her inside the cabin, made her sit at the kitchen table, and put the folder with the journal pages in front of her.
"So... What did you do today?"
"I sorted out the most important passages. The first entry is Fergus leaving Scotland to follow his younger brother here. He finds him half-dead. Then the two of them travel West. His brother wanted to look for gold, but Fergus had other ideas. I think the story flows. Would you like to take a look?"
Grace let out of shriek of excitement. "Just try stopping me!"
He placed the folder in front of her and sat at her side.
"I am going to get a dog," she said. Then she took the first page and started reading.
***
"I thought you might need a break," Landon said. "You've been reading for more than an hour, and it's not that easy to read."
Landon placed a wooden tray of sandwiches and two glasses of orange juice next to her.
Grace shoved back her chair. "I didn't realize... I'm sorry... I've just traveled a long way with Fergus."
"He does bring you along," Landon said. "Where are you now?"
"Crossing the Mississippi. It took Fergus and Jamie two months to travel from New York to Hannibal by horseback. Their next stop is Independence, Missouri. I feel really close to Fergus," Grace asked.
Landon nodded.
"What about Aiyana, the Quileute wife?"
"That comes next," Landon said with mischief in his eyes.
"I'm sold. I think everyone will love their story as much as I do."
They ate the sandwiches while they went through the journal pages again and again until they agree on ten passages to use as an outline for the play.
"The script committee is meeting tomorrow. Can I take the folder with me?" Grace asked.
"Yes, but keep it to yourself. Don't make any copy of it. I'm sure Marcus won't be glad if he knows that pages from Fergus' journal are circulating in town."
"You're right. I'll keep the folder to myself and I'll just read the committee the parts we selected."
Grace helped Landon with the cleanup, startled by the electricity that sparked when their gazes met or their hands touched. Flames had been building, slowly but surely, from the moment they met.
Landon realized something subtle had changed between them tonight.
At some point, she reached up on her tiptoes and kissed him without reservation.
He smothered her lips with his, and his hands moved up and down her back. Her body shuddered, and his arms wrapped her close. The air between them was fraught with tension and heat and emotion. He sensed the same emotions that were running through her.
When their lips parted, Grace looked into Landon's eyes. She saw passion and pain, need and guilt, and her heart ached for him.
She knew him well enough to understand that survivor's guilt was still like a knife in his heart.
She gently withdrew and grabbed his hand in hers. It was the hardest thing she'd ever done.
Words seemed to explode from her, "I know this probably isn't the time, but I can't help but say it. I like you. A lot." She hesitated. "I know you're still... raw, and it's probably too fast..." She stopped, and then continued, "I'm rambling and if we weren't in your cabin you would probably want to run out."
"No," he said slowly. "That's the last thing I want to do. But I need time."
Landon had never felt this way before, not even with Darla.
"Take all the time you need, Landon. What I feel for you is too strong to walk away," she squeezed his hand. "I don't care if it's weeks or months. I'll wait for you to be ready."
CHAPTER 35
Landon spent a restless night. As much as she tried to think ahead, the onslaught of the all-too-painful memories last night lingered.
He worried about what had brought them about. The kiss? His growing attachment to Grace? Guilt? He needed to talk to Dr. Michaels on his next visit to the center about all this. Was he ready for a romantic relationship? Would it set him back or forward?
At first light, he gave up on sleep and brewed a pot of coffee. He filled a thermos, opened the door for Scout, and started up the path to the lookout on the mountain.
Once there, he sat on the rock overlooking the town and watched as the sun filtered through scattered clouds and painted streaks of gold across the lake. He continued to watch as cars started to move through the streets.
Landon tried to pinpoint Grace's house from there, but he wasn't sure he found the right one.
He took a deep swallow of coffee. It was strong, the way they drank it in the army. He rested against the rock, listened to the birds trilling their morning song, and put his hand on Scout's thick fur. He looked up and gave him a big dog smile.
The leftover tension from last night's flashback gradually faded away as the sun burned off the early-morning dew and a fresh breeze stirred the tall pines. Darn if he wasn't falling in love with this place. And that wasn't a good thing.
He took a deep breath. He had to start thinking about the future, something he had refused to do before coming to Middletown. He hadn't wanted to think about a life without the army. Middletown was a temporary refuge. The fact that he liked it more each day didn't change that.
He had to get a more permanent job and decide what to do about his mother and his younger sister.
Scout whined next to him. He didn't know how he could have survived without him.
Activity increased in the town below.
Middletown was a piece of heaven. So different from the violence thousands of miles away. He tried to push the memories away, but they kept returning. The faces of his team danced in front of his eyes. All dead now.
He was alive. And he felt so lucky and so guilty at the same time.
Every time he reminisced about last night, his body ached for something that went beyond a kiss. He had felt alive, really alive, for the first time in months, and that felt like a betrayal to those who died.
Scout uttered a low rumbling noise.
"I know... I know...
"Tell me this, what should I do about Grace?"
The dog wagged his tail. "You're not being very helpful."
He wasn't sure he could love her as she deserved.
"Middletown history," Landon said in a vain attempt to take Grace off his mind. He tried to focus on the play. He worked some dialogues in his mind on the way back to the cabin.
Once he got there, he made breakfast, toast, eggs, and coffee, then he jotted down the notes he had taken from the journal entries. He tried to work on the timeline but his mind was not being cooperative. It kept skipping from the Fergus Carter to Grace.
She snuck into his mind like a thief, stealing all the common sense and reservations he had. His heart warmed every time he thought of her, and yet there was caution, as well. He kept telling himself everything was happening too fast.
He stood up and stretched. The kitchen clock showed it was a little after 2:00 p.m.
His phone rang. His heart raced as he saw Grace's name pop up.
"Hello, Grace," he greeted her.
"Hi, Landon, how is your day going so far?"
"I did well today. I went up the mountain path this morning, then updated Middletown history with the new data from the journals. The timeline is almost complete. I'll need the folder that Marcus gave me back as soon as you can."
He kept his voice friendly but business like. As if last night hadn't happened.
"I'll bring it back to you as soon as I can. The play committee is meeting in an hour."
There was a silence, and she wondered whether he was going to comment about last night or not.
"What time?"
"Seven."
Another silence. He wanted to see her. He wanted to be with her. He wanted to explore those feelings that aroused him.
"Landon, are you still there?"
"I'm here," he said. "I miss you."
"I miss you too."
"I'm a coward," he said to himself.
With a sigh, he turned back to work.
CHAPTER 36
Grace had supplied all the committee chairs with the proposal for the script she had worked with Landon. A narrator would read selections from the journal. Each selection would introduce a scene. The story would begin in Scotland, when Fergus discovered his brother had left for America, and would end with a celebration when Washington became a state, in 1889.
"Can we do it in six weeks?"Grace asked the group.
"I think so," Rachel, the drama teacher opined. "The students are really motivated. I think this project will be perfect for them and the whole community."
"That's what I've been thinking about," Principal Livingston said. "It's important to have a big crowd, and not only residents of Middletown. If we are going to do this, we have to start marketing to towns around us."
Everyone agreed.
Grace read the group the pages from Fergus's journal she had selected with Landon. Fergus and Aiyana's wedding would end the first half of the play. The second half would focus on the Civil War and the fight for statehood.
The Music Teacher agreed to work with the Drama Teacher on the music for the production. Preliminary ideas included a hoedown with the wagon train segment, and a Scottish hymn at the death of Jamie. Someone suggested inviting the Quileute to be part of the celebration. They could do a traditional dance for the segment when Fergus met and wedded Aiyana.
The meeting lasted nearly three hours, but by the end, they had possible scenes, and ideas for the backgrounds. The Art teacher would work with his students and the local contractor to make the scenography and props. Sets would include the shop in Scotland, the wagon train, and the first settlement.
"What about Landon?" Diana asked. "What will he do?"
"Landon already did a lot getting the journals and the permission from Marcus Carter to use them," Grace said. "He is busy writing about Middletown's history, and he is doing most of the writing of the script too."
When the meeting finally came to an end, Grace's head was spinning. She had a schedule so full she had no idea how she was going to get it all done in such a short time.
CHAPTER 36
Landon enjoyed another good night's sleep. No nightmares.
"Come," he told Scout after having breakfast.
Scout wiggled his tail and barked.
Would Landon ever get used to the way Scout seemed to understand every word he said?
They walked at a fast pace to the community center. Jonas had already made a place for him. HIS place. He had surrendered his desk, provided him with one of the computers from the library, a printer and scanner, and scrounged a file cabinet from somewhere.



There was even a water dish for Scout.
Landon found himself liking Middletown even more than he had. There was a spirit here that his hometown had lost.
He had talked on the phone with Grace every day, but she had such a tight schedule with her job and the play committees that meeting was barely possible. Derek had become his full time driver.
His phone rang as soon as he left the community center.
"Hi, Grace," he greeted her.
"Hi, Landon," her voice sounded sweet but tired. "I'm sorry we were not able to meet lately. Trust me, it's not because I don't want to. My days had been saturated with 'the event,' which everyone is calling it now. I'm being flooded with volunteers. I'm impressed by how eager everyone is to do almost anything. I'm steering them to the different groups according to their talents. However, no matter how busy I am, not a moment goes by when I don't think of you."
"Don't worry. I understand. I have faith in you, Grace," he said. "If anyone can pull this off it's you."
"Aww, you're sweet, Landon. Your words mean everything to me," she said, her heart-melting. "Look, I just finished a meeting and I have some free time before the next meeting. Can I come to your cabin? I know it's a last moment thing, but I really want to see you."
"Of course, I want to see you too. I'll cook something for dinner."
He still ached inside whenever he thought of the kiss they had shared.
CHAPTER 37
Landon opened the cabin front door and Grace stepped inside with two grocery bags in her arms. A dog followed her inside.
"Hi, Landon," she greeted him kissing his cheek. "Meet Peaches, my new dog. A farmer friend of mine gifted her to me."
Scout's tail wagged frantically when he saw Peaches, but he looked more suspiciously at Grace's companion. He approached Peaches, who trembled at first, but she then let Scout sniff her, and they sat down together when he decided the new member of the pack was on the approved list.
Landon leaned down and gently rubbed Grace's dog's ears. Peaches' tail wagged.
"You're a friend now," Grace said approvingly. "I knew our dogs would get along."
"How is everything going?
"It's a beautiful chaos. My job is to keep track of the different groups. They pretty much run themselves."
"Everything gets around in Middletown, doesn't it?"
Grace nodded. "It bothers the hell out of me sometimes, but I also know that they'll have my back if I need it."
Grace smiled at Landon.
"Every place I go, I hear your name. People can't believe you talked Marcus into cooperating with this project."
"It didn't take much convincing Marcus, to be honest. I think he was just waiting for an opportunity to reconnect with people," he interrupted her.
"But no one else recognized it."
Landon had no reply.
"Your script got lots of praises too."
"I borrowed a lot from the journals. It wasn't hard to write the scenes."
"How's the history project going?"
"It's going well. I've already finished a timeline and have the first chapters ready. Diana offered to do the proofreading and editing job. She is driving me crazy with her questions and her nit-picking, but she gets the job done."
"She is truly impressed with your writing."
Landon looked up at Grace. His eyes regarded her with so much tenderness her heart melted. For his part, Landon thought how safe he felt with her! Not physical safety, he could take care of himself that way, but he knew to the depth of his soul that she would understand and protect who he was inside. In this short time, he sensed she knew him better than anyone ever had.
What they had was the real thing.
"It's too soon to know that", the devil inside him whispered, but more powerful feelings were ruling him now.
When they were together, he was the man he had been before Afghanistan. Without him realizing it, Grace had guided him out of the darkness that had enveloped him, and into the sunshine.
"Thank you," he blurted out.
"For what?"
"For helping me in ways you probably will never know," he said.
The corner of her mouth turned up in a smile. "I'm not sure that's true, but you're welcome."
Landon just looked at Grace. He touched her cheek, ran his fingers over the soft angles of her face, touched the eyebrows that framed her eyes, and then moved down to her lips, merely touching them.
How could it become so familiar so quickly?
Grace tiptoed and kissed him lightly. "I've taken a fierce fancy to you."
"Now, that sounds like something one of the characters in the play might say," he said, trying to lighten the tension.
Her arms slipped around him, and her fingers moved to the back of his neck. She stood on tiptoe and lifted her head so she could touch his lips with hers.
He kissed her again, long and tenderly, so tenderly Grace thought she couldn't bear it.
Then Landon backed away. "I want you more than I've ever wanted anyone," he said slowly. "But I didn't... I... didn't expect... Dammit!" He took a deep breath trying to calm down his nerves. "I don't know how this happened, but I think I fell in love. It scared the hell out of me. It still does," he confessed.
Landon looked down at his hands. They were shaking.
Her arms went around his neck and tightened around his shoulders. Their bodies pressed together and she felt the restrained passion in his.
She wanted him. She needed him. She knew he wanted the same.
Grace kissed Landon again, almost reverently this time. His lips were smooth and strong and yet so very gentle. But then the gentleness turned into a need that met her own. It made her shiver from head to toes.
She broke off the kiss. "Are you sure about this, Landon?"
"Yes," he said simply, and she knew he meant it. "I have protection."
"That's good to know," she replied with a grin. It felt right. Very right.
Without any additional words, he led her into the bedroom, leaving Scout outside as he closed the door. Landon slowly undressed her, and then he slipped his shirt over his head. Her hands ran up and down his chest and lingered at the scars kissing each one of them.
Then, they were on bed. He kissed every inch of her body, so slowly, so tenderly she thought her heart would explode.
"You're so beautiful," he said in a husky whisper, kissing her soaked pussy lips. "I want to be inside you."
"Oh, yes," she said, amazed at her answer and even more amazed that it was true.
He gave her that slow smile that always warmed her, then his hands caressed her body. Slow and seductive. He kissed her again, touching her lips with feather-like gentleness. His fingers cradled her breasts and moved downward, and she felt a warmth so sensual, so exquisite she could barely keep from crying out. He worked more magic as his hands moved down and touched the most intimate part of her body. The warm puddling inside turned into rivers of fire.
He entered her slowly, tentatively, and she moved shamelessly against him as she savored the feel of her body against his taut, hard one. He moved sensuously, slowly, like a dance building the climax, each movement deepening the craving that was growing inside. Heat flooded through her as his rhythm increased and he probed deeper and deeper until she thought he could go no farther, then bursts of pleasure rolled from her deepest core.
He collapsed on her and turned so they were side by side as echoes of sensations still rippled through her.
Guilt struck Landon like a rushing, swollen river.
Grace's arms tightened around him, and he realized she knew exactly what he was feeling.
Landon leaned his head against her heart. "I..."
"I know," she said softly.
She felt tears in his eyes. They were trickling down his face.
"I haven't cried in a long time," he said almost apologizing.
"Are they good tears or sad ones?"
"Good, I think." Then in a stronger voice. "I know."
"Then, cry, my love," she whispered with a voice so tender it prompted more tears. She stroked his face while the tears came faster.
Grace just held him against her chest. She realized they were unlocking the grief and guilt bottled up inside him.
He held on to Grace until his tears dried. All the time, she ran her fingers through his hair.
Grace looked down at him, concern in his eyes. "I don't want you to regret anything."
Landon shook his head.
"No regrets?"
"No," he said in a hoarse voice, and was startled that it was true.
Lying there, wrapped tightly in Grace's arms, Landon started to feel whole again. He would always have images of his teammates, of that day in Afghanistan darting in and out of his head. But now maybe he knew he could live with it. Live. Not just exist.
CHAPTER 38
Landon and Grace lay side by side surrounded by the afterglow of their lovemaking. They talked of little things, the music they liked, the books they had read, and the dreams they had.
"You think anyone..." Landon couldn't finish the sentence.
"I wouldn't lay odds against it," she said. "They'll pretend they don't."
Through the open window, they could see the moon. It was almost full and the sky was filled with stars above the mountain peaks. Landon took a deep breath. The air was so clean, so fresh. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes with just the pure pleasure of it.
"I understand why Marcus wants to keep Middletown the way it is. If it were possible, I would, as well. But if a town stays still, it dies. My town did."
Grace nodded and didn't push him to say more.
"All that's left are people like my mother, who was born there and nearly everyone she loves is buried there. But unlike Middletown, it has no chance of reviving. The mines ruined the beauty of the mountains. It won't come back."
"I'm sorry."
"Me too. Not for my sake. But for the people trapped there."
"Have you thought about staying here?
Landon took his time to answer. "The whole point of coming here was to get my act together. Thanks to all of you, I'm beginning to realize there is life after Afghanistan, but this is a bubble right now. Once my work here is done, I'll go home to see my family. I won't stay in Wyoming, though. There's nothing there for me."
"I don't get it. Are you staying or not?"
He let out a frustrated sigh. "I don't know. Wish I could, but once I finish writing Middletown history I'll be jobless. There are not many jobs around here, and I need one."
"Are you going to go back to the army?" Grace asked biting her lower lip.
Landon shook his head. "I'm doing better with the meds and my therapy sessions, but I'm not well enough to return. I never will. I could easily relapse and go back to alcohol to numb myself or worse. Doctors at the Center say they are willing to sign the forms and help me get an honorable discharge. I need to collect and submit a variety of records and documents, and then apply for it."
CHAPTER 39
The next weeks passed in a blur. Landon didn't have time to think about that evening with Grace, nor had they more than a few brief moments together.
Grace missed dinner at Landon's cabin four times in a row because she was working late with the different committees. It started a pattern that continued.
Landon threw himself into his writing job and spent time at the museum classifying items to avoid missing Grace.
The script was still being written and rewritten. Landon being the main writer. He knew the story better than anyone except for Marcus. The first half was completed but no one could quite agree on dramatic elements in the second. At Landon's request, Marcus selected more entries from later journals.
Publicity for the play had already started. The date was set on the next Saturday after Founder's Day to draw a larger crowd and perhaps entice out-of-town people to come.
Requests for reservations had come in from people in outlying areas who'd heard about the screenplay being based on the legendary Fergus Carter's journals.
The Middletown Gazette offered to print the programs.
One evening, Landon decided to stop by Grace's office to check on her.
She was wearing jeans and a brown shirt with the sleeves rolled up. Her hair was disheveled.
"I came to check you haven't forgotten me," Landon said with a smile.
"What put such a ridiculous thought into your head?" Grace stood up on tiptoes and kissed him. "You live in my thoughts and in my heart."
When he looked closer, he saw the lines in her face, particularly around her eyes. There was worry in them. He knew how much the upcoming weekend meant to her and everyone in town. They had bet a lot on it, pouring even more money into production and promotion.
"I would much rather be with you than stay up checking on everything until I fell asleep."
"Scout and I came to persuade you and Peaches to take a little break and have dinner with us."
"Peaches is staying with my brother and his wife till I'm done with the darn play, but I'll be delighted to join you."
Once at the cabin, when they finished having dinner, Landon sat down on the sofa, and pulled Grace down next to him. He put both arms around her and sighed a long sigh. "You don't know how much I've wanted to be like this with you," he said softly.
For a moment, Grace just closed her eyes and savored the comfort of his arms. All the tension of the past weeks faded away. She felt him relaxing, as well.
"I know you're busy," Landon said, "but I had this fierce need to see you. In fact, I've had it for several days. I restrained myself as long as I could. I just gave up today."
"Good," she said as she ran her finger along the planes of his face. There was stubble there and it only added to his attraction.
"I didn't have time to shave," he said ruefully.
"I like it."
"Then, I'll let it grow."
"I feel like I'm on a runaway train," she said. "The play is good. Really good. The props and sets are amazing. They've begged a couple of covered wagons from a ranch that offers recreational wagon trail rides. They promised great publicity and huge crowds of covered wagon adventurers. One of the students' fathers is a truck driver who has trucker friends, and they're going to bring them up here."
"Something tells me this is getting out of hand," Landon said after bursting out with laughter.
Grace's arms tightened around him. "I could become addicted to that laugh."
"I think I'm addicted to you," he replied, startled by his admission. She kissed him. It wasn't a wildly passionate kiss. Instead, it was warm and tender and lingering.
"Then, it's a mutual addiction," Grace said when the kiss ended.
"Is it too early to say I'm falling in love with you?"
She looked up at him. "No. I think the same thing is happening to me."
He led her into the bedroom. She trembled at the fierceness of her need. He undressed her, and she did the same to him, reveling in the hard, muscled, scarred body. She leaned against him and he kissed her with such tenderness her world shook. They sank on the bed.
"I love you, Landon Petersen," Grace said as he took her slowly, and with such care tears came to her eyes.
CHAPTER 40
Founder's Day snuck upon them like a thief. Word of the production had traveled by social media, and news releases and went to newspapers around the state. The community center was flooded with calls asking about tickets. Grace recruited three women to answer and return those calls.
The text, "From Scotland to Middletown. A Short History of Middletown and its Founder," was finished and printed just in time for Founder's Day Celebration. Marcus Carter wrote a foreword.
Landon's reason for being in Middletown was over. He had finished his job, and helped with the play script. He could function again. He had long strings of days where he felt fine. He was calmer and more adjusted.
He had started classifying the items from the museum into a database he had created. It started as a way to keep his mind busy, but now he loved it. The act of putting things in order was therapeutic.
However, Grace intruded into every thought. Landon knew Grace would be at the noon dress rehearsal and he decided to pay her a short visit.
"I love you, Landon Petersen."
He could barely wrap his mind around her words.
Landon stood back and watched the play progress. He felt it was good, but then, he was biased. A group of Native Americans were dancing on the stage. Somehow they had enticed the Quileute dancing group to appear in the marriage scene between Fergus and Aiyana.
All in all, it would be quite a spectacle if all went as planned.
Landon waved at Grace and she smiled and waved at him in return.
She walked up to him and kissed him. A long kiss in the lips.
Landon looked around, "What are people in town going to think?"
"That I am in love with the most handsome man in the world. I can't stop being happy when I think about you."
"I love you too, Grace," Landon whispered.
"By the way, we've been invited to Marcus's Mansion tonight for a festive dinner, as he put it. He invited every committee chairman and the cast."
"I'm not a chair."
"You are the chair of the chairs," she said looking at him with admiration. "If it wasn't for you nothing of this would have happened. Marcus sent your invitation along with mine. Don't ask me how, but he knows we are together. He said Scout and Peaches are welcome to assist."
"Okay then," he said.
"Everyone is talking about your book, 'From Scotland to Middletown...' I heard the first edition is already sold-out."
"Really?"
"Yep, really. Janice Cooper, who runs The Middletown Gazette, wants an interview with you. Don't worry, I'll go with you. I don't trust that bitch around my boyfriend."
"Boyfriend?" The word caught Landon by surprise.
"Yes, boyfriend. So you better get used to it," she gave him a quick peck. "I have to go now. We have to finish up a few final touches."
Her fingers tightened around his, then she let go his hand and left.
Landon watched Grace leave, unable to comprehend how all this had happened. His life had changed in ways he could have never have imagined when he first came to Middletown.
CHAPTER 41
That evening there was a traffic jam on Main Street, probably the first in history.
The play was better than anyone had expected. There was hardly an empty chair.
Landon watched it with a big grin on his face.
Steve McAllister, Grace's brother, strummed his guitar and sang a Scottish melody, "Scottish Emigrant's Farewell"," as the opening number.
"Fareweel, fareweel my native hame,
Thy lonely glens an' heath-clad mountains,
The choir's versions of "Wagon Wheels," "The Oregon Trail," "Oh Shenandoah" and "The Battle Hymn of the Republic" brought the audience to their feet, as did Derek's wife, performance of "Amazing Grace" at the death of Fergus's brother, and the state song, "Washington, my home," at the end.
The applause was thunderous when the play ended, and even more when the cast was introduced.
Then the director called Grace to the stage. "This young woman is the heart of this event. It never would have happened without her."
Grace looked beautiful in a short blue dress. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes sparkled.
"Thank you... Thank you. If there's ever been a community effort, this is it. I don't think there's one person in Middletown that didn't have a part in this. The whole town put it together in seven weeks."
People clapped and cheered again.
"However, the title of 'heart of the event' belongs to two people: my boyfriend, Landon Petersen, and Marcus Carter."
Landon was pushed to the stage to take a bow. A sense of pure joy and accomplishment flooded him
Marcus Carter, who had got assigned a special seat, stood up and waved from his place.



As the applause died down, Grace went on, "I've been talking with the cast and we are going to keep performing the play Saturday nights," she said.
Landon excused himself and left the stage. He was on the way out when Marcus stopped him and shook his hand. "I didn't think it was possible," he said. "You gave this old man life again. I want to write a book with your help. A commented edition of Fergus journals. I want you to work with me."
Marcus sensed Landon's hesitation and added, "I won't take 'no' for an answer."
The dinner at Marcus' mansion was not what Landon thought it would be. He had expected a formal event and had not looked forward to it.
There wasn't champagne, but there was wine and beer. The menu included a large roast and roasted potatoes and grilled vegetables. But it wasn't the food that set the mood, it was Marcus himself.
He welcomed the whole cast with enthusiasm, thanking them for coming and congratulated them for what they had accomplished in the past weeks.
When the dinner was over, Marcus stood up and tapped his glass. Silence ensued and all heads turned toward him. "It's hard for me to admit it, but I was wrong," he said. "I was wrong in trying to keep Middletown as it was. Fergus didn't do that. He invited people to his settlement. He married a Native American and he was one of the first to call for statehood. He didn't fear change. He welcomed it."
He turned to Landon and raised his glass. "It took a brave young man to open my eyes. I want to make a toast to the person who renewed the spirit of Middletown, and brought new life to this town, to Landon Petersen."
"Hear! Hear!"
The people in the large dining room exploded with applause.
Landon felt his face grow hot and red.
"It was a community effort," he protested. "And Grace did much more than I did."
"This young man invaded my office," Marcus continued, ignoring Landon's protests, "and very nicely bullied me and encouraged me to do what I always wanted to do even when I didn't know it. Somehow he stirred this entire town to work together for a common goal. Nothing of this would have happened if Mr. Petersen hadn't come to Middletown, and I, for one, am grateful."
Everyone but Landon applauded. His face just went rosier.
"So I wanted to do something for Middletown. I want to keep Mr. Petersen here. The Mayor and I joined forces, and we want to offer him a job as curator of our brand new museum. The job comes with the cabin he is already living in. I wonder if he will accept."
Landon looked around, saw the smiling faces around, and realized everyone else had known what was coming. He was speechless. He was a soldier with PTSD.
Grace was beaming at him.
At the same time, he started thinking of what he could do, the opportunities to build something. The museum was certainly a challenge. He'd always liked challenges.
"We won't put him on the spot," Marcus continued. "But the job is his if he chooses to take it."
Everyone's eyes were fixed on Landon.
Warmth filled him. He liked Middletown. He liked it very much.
He had made the decision the minute Marcus mentioned the job. He wanted to stay here with people he liked and who liked him and thought him worthy. He loved his own personal mountain and the people who had made the impossible possible.
But, above all, he wanted to stay in Middletown with Grace. The love of his life. The woman who had rescued him from the darkness.
He cleared his throat and said, "I don't know what I did to deserve this, but I'll take it."
EPILOGUE
Later that night, Grace drove Landon home. He was still in a state of shock.
Grace walked him to the door.
"What are you thinking?" she asked.
"I'm still too numb to think anything."
"It was Marcus's initiative," Grace said. "He really likes you. He started talking with the mayor again because of you. I think Marcus sees in you the son he never had."
"You knew," he accused her.
"I did, but just until today. They wanted my input. After all, I'm your girlfriend."
"I still can't get used to it."
Grace squinted her eyes, "You better do, or PTSD will be the least of your problems."
"Yes, Ma'am. Would you like to come in?" Landon asked her.
"I thought you'd never ask. We have a lot to celebrate."
Scout barked then wriggled all over
"I have a call to make first," Landon said. "Then, I'm all yours."
Landon dialed his mother's number. "Mom, it's me," he said when the phone was answered. "I got a job here. A great job, and I want you and my sister to visit me. Maybe even, well... move here. Middletown is welcoming new people... Yes, Mom. I'm better. Treatment works..." he took a look at Grace and added, "One more thing, I got a girlfriend.... I can't wait for you to know her... She's amazing. Her name is Grace... Thank you, Mom. I'll send you the bus tickets... Love you too. Bye."
Landon ended the call, yanked Grace into his arms and kissed her. He thought of their first kiss and of every kiss since. He wanted to spend a lifetime in her arms, showing her exactly how he felt without words. Landon poured everything he felt into the embrace.
He remembered her flavor in the darkness, how she smelled in the light. He heard the sounds of her laughter, her tenderness when he needed to be calmed down, her enthusiasm while they worked in the play together. Though her body was soft, her will was strong. She was everything he'd ever searched for, and he was never going to let her go.
Landon looked into her eyes.
"I know I'm not an easy person to love. I'm finding my way to mental health. I'm not there yet, but I have a support network of people, a team..." he smiled at her, "...who care for me and accept me for who I am. The scars are there, but not all scars are dark, some are silver, and they give me the courage to hope again. Maybe someday..."
Grace looked into those warm eyes and she understood exactly what he was saying.
She took his hand and led him into the bedroom.
She knew someday wasn't far away...

THE END

***
Writing this story helped me through some difficult times in my life. Middletown is my happy place to go when times get rough. I write mainly for myself, but I hope you enjoy this story too. While I was writing this story, I was listening to The Petersens, a bluegrass family of talented musicians. Check them out on YouTube or Spotify. Their version of "Take Me Home, Country Roads" warms my heart every time I listen to it.



        A Christmas Gift

        A sequel to "Peace of Mind".

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/a-christmas-gift-6

Title: A Christmas Gift

Author: DB86

Category: Romance

Description: A sequel to "Peace of Mind".

Tags: romance, middletown, wedding, no sex, proposal, christmas




DB86 Xmas special #2
Edited by Pat.
This story is a sequel of "Peace of Mind" I strongly suggest you to read it first.
***
CHAPTER 1
"You have a great woman there, Landon. Don't let her get away," Landon's mother advised her son for the umpteenth time.
Landon Petersen had gone back to his hometown in Wyoming for a few days to help his mother and sister to move to Middletown with him. He was a soldier who had been diagnosed with PTSD. His army buddy Derek Hayes, and especially his girlfriend, Grace McAllister, had nursed him back to health. His symptoms had improved and his mood had stabilized. He was now seeing his psychiatrist in a special center in Seattle once a month instead of every week, and his meds had been reduced.
"Grace is an amazing woman, Mom, she has helped in ways you can't imagine. But she is well aware of my situation and she knows that I'll move to the next step of our relationship when I'm ready. It's not easy loving someone with PTSD."
"You're doing much better, Son. You're not the same person you were a year ago."
"I've worked hard with my doctor to get where I am now. Grace, Derek and the whole town helped me a lot too."
"Look, I don't want to be pushy, Landon, but you should give that poor girl a lot more than some vague hope. I know women, trust me."
"Mom, I'm an adult. Grace is an adult. And we'll make our decisions in our own time."
"You're right, of course. You are happier than you've ever been. Your face lightens up when you talk about Grace. Look at you, you're smiling!"
Landon couldn't help but smile every time his girlfriend was mentioned.
"You don't need to apologize, Mom. That's what parents do. But you need to understand that two people can be happy just the way they are. I don't want to ruin things."
"Baby, I bet Grace doesn't want to push you but she must be waiting for you to take your relationship to the next level. Do people still say that? How long have you been dating?"
Landon took a minute to do the math in his head. "About a year. We had been together almost every day. This is the longest we had been apart since we met."
"Baby, women have our biological clocks ticking, you know? If you really love Grace, there is no reason to wait. Love makes you feel scared and wonderful at the same time. I still remember how it was with your father."
"When I'm with Grace I'm not scared because I know she can take everything I throw at her. She has seen me at my worst and, for some reason, she still loves me."
"Maybe you should plan something special for her as a thank you for all she did for you... A Christmas gift."
His mother's words were like a switch flipped on in Landon's brain. The rest of the day he couldn't stop thinking about where he and Grace stood. He tried to see things from her perspective and he realized that his mother might have a point. He loved Grace, and things between them had been going great. Maybe it was time to move their relationship to the next level.
CHAPTER 2
"Sis, I've been thinking about what Mom said about Grace and me... And I think she might be right. I still don't trust myself when it comes to relationships so I'm going to take her advice. I want to prepare something special for Grace for Christmas. I need some ideas."
"You came to the right place, big Bro," Landon's sister Callie said flexing her hands and making her fingers crack. "I've read every romance novel written in the last ten years, watched every romantic movie, and sat in the wings of life longingly watching couples that are in love."
"Your moment will come Callie... Look at me. I never thought I would find love again," Landon squeezed his sister's hand. "So, what does the expert suggest?"
Landon's baby sister opened her laptop and started typing.
"We need a carriage... and flowers, of course, red roses. You'll be wearing a tuxedo and she'll be wearing a beautiful dress. There must be romantic music playing..."
"Sis, I think you are thinking about Pretty Woman. I'm not Richard Gere, I can't afford any of that..."
"Let your imagination fly, Bro. We'll have time to tone things down to match your budget. Where were we? Oh yes... the carriage. Then, you'll take her to a fancy restaurant..."
"There is only one restaurant in Middletown, The Jammed."
"Not the most romantic name, but I guess that it'll have to do. You had your first date there, right?"
"I wouldn't call having a flashback a first date."
"She held your hand..."
"It was more like I crushed her hand while I was trying to regain control of my mind..."
"Details, details... Then, she looked at you in the eye and said that she cared for you and wanted to help you," Callie let out a long sigh. "Soooo, romantic!"
"Trust me, Sis, it was anything but romantic. Try scary instead."
"You're spoiling the mood, Bro. You obviously need my help."
Landon rolled his eyes. "Okay, go on. What's next in our dream date?"
"I was thinking you could invite her to a special Christmas dinner, in the same restaurant where you had your first date," Callie went on.
"It wasn't a date!"
"Women know best. If you ask Grace she'll tell you it was. What if we write an email to the manager of the restaurant, explaining our idea to him? What was it called, again?"
"The Jammed."
Callie's fingers finger flew over the keyboard of her laptop.
"Here it is... The Jammed... It doesn't look bad. It certainly has potential," Callie said checking the restaurant's webpage pictures. "It looks cozy. And... here it is... Contact us..."
Landon shook his head and let his sister go on. There was no harm in dreaming.
Callie opened the email and started to type. Landon read over his sister's shoulder, changing some words, and adding some details or additional information here and there when needed. He twisted his mouth at some lines, especially the sappy ones, but he let his sister go. She was enjoying herself.
When they both were satisfied with the result, Callie cleared her throat and read aloud.
The Manager
The Jammed
Middletown, WA
Dear Sir,
My name is Landon Petersen. I'm sure you remember me. I wrote a short history of Middletown and I was involved in the script of the play for Founder's Day.
I'm also in a steady relationship with Grace McAllister which is the reason for this email.
I am very much in love with this young lady, but I haven't been keen enough to express to her how much she means to me and that I love her so desperately and completely.
I'm a soldier and I've been in treatment for PTSD for a year. All this time, through my struggles Grace has been my rock. She didn't judge me and she didn't treat me differently. She has been my motivation to get better, and she has healed me in every way that I needed it. She brought light to the darkness I was in.
So I wanted to make a big gesture to show her how much her love and support mean to me and tell her that I want to spend the rest of my life with her.
For all the reasons expressed above, this evening must be the most marvelous of all possible evenings, for I intend to ask her to be my wife.
I thought about picking her up in a fancy carriage with a dozen roses and taking her to your fine establishment.
And that, dear sir, is where you and The Jammed come in.
I would like a perfect table. Because of my condition, I would prefer a quiet one. There should be candlelight, gleaming silver, and snowy linen. There should be a dinner that will be the culmination of the chef's career.
It would be great to have some live music, maybe a string quartet playing soft, romantic tunes.
Then, at precisely midnight, they could play Grace's favorite song 'A Thousand Years,' by Christina Perri while I propose to her.
I'm now visiting my family but I plan to be back in Middletown by mid December.
I would appreciate it very much if you could confirm this plan and also tell me approximately what the bill will be. I am admittedly not rich, but I have put a little money aside. So please give me your estimate of the cost, and I'll bet it will be plenty! Keep in mind I still have to get a ring.
Very truly yours,
Landon Petersen
"And send," Callie said pressing the key of her laptop with her index finger.
"Wait! What did you do? The email was supposed to be just for fun," Landon protested.
"Cheer up, Bro! What's the worst that could happen?"
"That's not the point. You shouldn't have done that."
"You needed a little push in the right direction."
"And what was that about a proposal?"
"You love her, she loves you... Getting married is the natural next step. Why wait when you already have the perfect girl?
"You're impossible!"
"You'll thank me later. Don't say a word to Grace when you Skype with her tonight."
"Of course not, why would I? It's just an impossible dream way out of my reach."
CHAPTER 3
Red Harding, co-owner of The Jammed, read the email for the third time, and his smile became bigger with each read.
"Kat! Tony! Could you come here for a minute?" he called out.
Kat Davies was Red's wife and head waitress at the restaurant. Tony Marino was the other co-owner and chef. He was responsible for putting the restaurant on the state culinary radar.
"What is the emergency?" they both asked Red.
"Read this," Red Harding said pointing at the screen.
Kat and Tony both stared at the screen in silence for a few minutes.
"This is the most romantic email I've ever read," Kat said wiping the tears from the corner of her eyes. "To think that I had to organize my own proposal..."
"Hey, it wasn't exactly like that," Red complained.
"I helped a lot with it," Tony added. "Red is as romantic as a bull with a headache."
Tony and Kat laughed.
"What do you think about the email?" Red said trying to divert the subject away from him.
"I think it's a wonderful idea. Grace deserves this and more. She has done a lot for the people of Middletown," Kat opined.
"Landon too. It's funny that he thinks, we might not know who he is," Tony added. "Since the play, he is one of the most famous and beloved people in town. His email certainly inspired me. Let me pull a lovers menu together before answering his email, Red."
"I'll help," Kat offered. Tony looked at her with surprise. "Not with the menu, silly, but with the rest of the stuff. Don't breathe a word about this to anyone unless needed. I don't want the rumor mill to alert Grace and spoil Landon's plans."
Red rubbed his chin and said, "Whatever you do, you should include Marcus Carter. He and Landon became close and I don't want to get on the old man's bad side. We are leasing the restaurant from him."
"Good idea," Kat said, kissing her husband's cheek. "I should let Mary in too. She is my friend and a fellow waitress and we won't be able to keep the secret from her."
"Which means her husband Paul will know too," Red said twisting his mouth.
"You should tell Grace's brother, Steve and his wife, Diana. Ah, and your father too!" Tony suggested.
"My father? Why?"
"Landon plays poker with him every Thursday," Tony remembered his friend. "You don't want to catch hell from him and his friends. Besides, he could ask around among the farmers for a carriage."
"If the poker crew is in the know, it means Judge Anderson and the mayor will know about it too...and God knows who else," Red sighed, counting with his fingers.
"We should include Derek Hayes. He was Landon's army buddy. Landon saved his life. He won't forgive us if we let him out. Derek has been helping Landon a lot since he came to town," Kat added.
"Which means his wife Bella will know too," Red looked frustrated. "And you wonder why it's impossible to keep a secret in this town."
"All we have to do is make sure that Grace doesn't hear a word about this," Kat said.
"What do I tell Landon about his idea? He won't be able to pay for something like this," Red asked.
"Maybe we should offer him a cheaper option," Tony suggested.
Red nodded.
"I'll try to come up with something he can afford."
CHAPTER 4
Landon forgot about the email and tried frantically to think of some other way to show Grace how much he loved her and convince her that she should spend the rest of her life with him.
All his ideas seemed inadequate compared to the original one.
Some days later, Callie let out a whoop of excitement. "They answered our email, Landon! They answered our email!"
Landon sat at his sister's side, took a deep breath and asked, "Did they say we are crazy?" his heart was pounding hard.
"Shut up, you Grinch! I'll read their answer to you."
Dear Mr. Petersen,
Your charming email has been receiving some attention from our staff here You stole the hearts of all who read it.
On the day of your choice, at exactly twenty minutes to 6pm, a carriage will pick you up from your cabin for an enjoyable horse-powered journey to Grace McAllister's place. Two dozen of roses will be ready on your seat.
The carriage will take both of you to our establishment. The utmost attention will be given to you two when you arrive.
We have reserved you our most exclusive and romantic table. A string quartet will be booked to play a selection of the greatest love songs of all time.
Just for fun, I am going to attach the reply from our chef, the famous Tony Marino.
ANTIPASTI
Italian Parma Prosciutto with soft stracchino cheese and panzerotti fritters.
PIATTI PRINCIPALI
Linguine with lobster and cherry tomato sauce
DOLCE
A trio of chocolate ganache cheesecake, Torta della Nonna and bomboloni.
At exactly five minutes to midnight, the string quartet will play 'A thousand years' and that will be your cue to propose to your lovely girlfriend.
The carriage is on us, but the ring will be on you, of course.
We are aware that the cost of such an event will be out of your budget.
Frankly, we think it is entirely unnecessary to spend so much money. We would be happy to make a reservation for you at a very nice table, the best of attention, flowers, and you and your girlfriend order directly from the menu whatever intrigues you.
You certainly can have a couple of cocktails and a very nice dinner and a bottle of champagne for one-third of what the other idea would cost. We could play the song you chose on our sound system.
However, you are the only one who can make the decision, so let me know how you would like to have us arrange your special day.
Best wishes,
Cordially yours,
Red Harding,
Co-owner and Manager.
P.S. I think your delightful email inspired our personnel.
"It was a stupid idea anyway!" Landon exclaimed throwing his arms up.
"Sorry, Bro."
"Looking back I think our email was presumptuous. The manager of the most famous restaurant in the zone and the best chef in the state were certainly not going to be interested in the love life of an obscure soldier with PTSD. The email is now probably in the recycle bin where it belongs."
"Why don't you pick the cheaper option? It doesn't sound too bad."
"It wouldn't be the same. Instead of a big night, it would be a cheap night."
"I'm sure Grace wouldn't mind. She's a simple girl, she'll love whatever you do for her. It's the intention that counts."
"I know. And you're right. But it's truly frustrating not being able to give her the magic evening that she deserves. She did a lot for me and I would have loved to give her back something truly special in return."
CHAPTER 5
When the bus reached Middletown station, Landon was surprised to find Derek instead of Grace waiting for them.
"Welcome home, Bro," Derek greeted Landon. "Nice to see you again, Mrs. Petersen. You too Callie."
"Derek!" Callie run to Landon's army buddy and hugged him tight.
"Thank you for taking care of my son, Derek."
"It was my pleasure, Mrs. Petersen. I wouldn't be here if it wasn't for him. I'll drive you to the cabin. Come on." Derek grabbed a couple of suitcases and headed to his truck.
"Where is Grace?" Landon asked, grabbing the rest of the luggage.
"She had things to do and asked me to pick you up. Don't worry, she and Scout are fine."
They made small talk during the trip. Mainly, catching up with the local gossip.
When they finally arrived and entered the cabin, Landon carried his bag to his bedroom and found a tux hanging there in front of him.
"What is this?" he asked Derek. "I'm pretty sure it wasn't there when I left.
"Looks like a tux to me," Derek said.
"I can see that, smarty pants. What is going on?"
"There's a party at the community center and you are invited," Derek winked at his friend. Then he checked his phone and said, "Take a quick shower and I'll help you change, the carriage will be here any minute."
As soon as Landon got out of the bathroom, Derek helped Landon to put on the tux.
"What did you mean by carriage? Derek, you need to start talking right now."
"I plead the fifth."
"What about my mother and sister, I can't leave them alone."
"We'll be fine, Bro. I remember where everything is from our previous visit. We can take care of ourselves. By the way, you look very handsome in your tux."
There was a soft knock on the door and Landon opened it to find a carriage beautifully decorated with Christmas garland, green velvet bows, and multicolor lights. The driver was wearing a beautiful outfit and a top hat.
"Your carriage is ready, sir."
He looked back but Derek had already gone through the back door.
Landon shook his head, climbed into the carriage and sat alongside a huge bouquet of roses.
The coach headed for the road and out to town.
Middletown was about as bustling as a little town could get at Christmas. There were lavish decorations up and down Main Street.
"Where are we going? This is not the way to the community center."
The driver ignored Landon and kept driving.
There was cedar strung over shop windows, wreaths hung from each street lamp on the main street, and shopkeepers outdid themselves with store displays. Landon had to admit it would be pretty nice if he were into the whole Norman Rockwell scene.
Finally, the carriage stopped in front of Grace's place. Landon was surprised to find that his girlfriend was waiting for him dressed as a princess.
"Landon! What a beautiful surprise! Your note left me speechless!"
"My note...?" He went down and helped his girlfriend to climb up to her seat.
"Yes, you know the one where you told me to wear this dress and wait for you at exactly 6pm. The dress is lovely by the way. You have impeccable taste in clothes."
"Eh... thank you, I guess." He rubbed the back of his head looking actually embarrassed.
"Are those roses for me?" Grace asked with surprise looking at the bouquet.
"Yes, of course. Who else?" Landon was still trying to get a grip on what was going on.
Grace let out a shriek of excitement. "No one had ever given me flowers before. You are the best boyfriend ever." She took the roses in her arms and smelt them. "Thank you, my love. They are beautiful."
She leaned in to give Landon a truly loving kiss.
"I'm so happy to spend Christmas with you," he whispered when they broke the kiss. The raw emotion in his deep voice made Grace shiver.
"I'm excited too. Our first Christmas together. Are your mom and your sister joining us tonight?"




Landon shook his head.
"They stayed at the cabin. Our bus arrived just an hour ago. I barely had time to take a shower and change. But let's not talk about them. This evening is about us."
"Where are we going?"
"Eh... surprise?" he said, because he had no idea.
Grace shivered. Her dress wasn't offering much protection from the cold. A December wind was coming off the lake. There was a prediction of snow next week. Just in time for Christmas.
Landon pulled Grace into his arms and hugged her tightly. For a few minutes, the only sound was the clip-clop of horse hooves over the street. They were both lost in their own thoughts.
Landon was trying to figure out what was going on. Everything was happening exactly as he asked in his email. Except that he didn't have the money to pay for all this. A disturbing thought popped into his head, he had never sent an answer telling them he couldn't pay for it. What if they thought the plan for the evening was still on?
Maybe with luck, they assumed he had opted for the cheaper plan. He truly hoped so, because if not he didn't know how he was going to pay for all this. Derek probably informed them when he was coming home and that was the reason why he was acting so weird.
Grace was deep in thought too, but for different reasons. She was expecting a family dinner with Landon, his mother, and his sister. Instead, she found herself riding in a beautifully decorated carriage, wearing a fancy dress, and holding a huge bouquet of roses. Even while she loved every bit of it, she couldn't help but wonder why Landon had gone to all this trouble?
The coach stopped in front of The Jammed and Landon helped Grace to climb down. She took his arm and they walked together inside.
CHAPTER 6
What Landon and Grace saw when they entered the restaurant took their breath away. They stood at the entrance absorbing the whole scene. It looked like a picture taken from a fairy tale. The restaurant was empty except for just one table. A string quartet was playing soft romantic music.
The room was decorated with Christmas bells and wreaths. There was a large Christmas tree in the corner. Dozens of holiday figurines and blinking lights were strategically placed along the walls.
The Jammed had never looked so romantic and dreamier.
Landon heart sank when he saw all this. This wasn't the cheapest plan. Just the opposite.
"Landon! What's going on here?" Grace whispered afraid of breaking the spell.
"Surprise?" he whispered back with embarrassment.
"Oh, my God, I love this..." Grace exclaimed in a voice choked with emotion.
A waitress wearing a Santa hat came to them.
"Good evening, welcome to The Jammed. My name is Kat and I'll be your waitress, please follow me to your table."
As they walked to their table, Landon placed a guiding hand against the small of his girlfriend's back. It was a gentlemanly gesture, an almost protective one, but it still set her skin on fire.
Grace looked in amazement at the table they had prepared for them. Centered between the candles in a low white vase there were flowers, white jasmines, and pink sweetheart roses.
Landon pulled out a chair for his girlfriend. Grace's pulse skittered in a crazy tempo when her boyfriend seated himself right beside her.
A menu, unlike any they had ever seen, lay on the table in front of the centerpiece. It had been hand-painted in watercolor. It had their names on the top and a description of every plate.
There was a quote at the bottom, "Se l'amore rechiede solo baci, a cosa serve la fama del capocuoco? (If love requires only kisses, what is the use of the fame of the chef?)"
"I'll put your roses in water," said Kat taking the bouquet from Grace's hands.
Before leaving the waitress said, "I have just one question to ask you..."
"...Can you pay for all of this?" Landon completed the sentence in his head.
"Would you like a drink?"
That was the only question they were asked all evening.
The dinner began. Silver sparkled and crystal glistened in the candlelight. The string quartet played in the background. Service was constant, attentive, and unobtrusive.
They never felt the waitress near them. Everything simply happened as if by sorcery.
The food was splendid. Each course was more exquisite than the one that came before it, and every taste and flavor would have thrilled the most meticulous gourmet.
They kept the conversation light, though their minds were working overtime.
Grace had no idea what was going on. It seemed as if she living one of her more romantic dreams. If so, she never wanted to wake up.
Landon was thinking how to pay for all this. Most importantly, he wanted to discuss the matter in private with the owners to avoid Grace the most humiliating moment of her life.
From time to time, Grace dared to glance up into Landon's bright eyes. They looked more beautiful than usual because of the candlelight.
About halfway through their dinner, Tony approached their table wearing a red chef's hat. He smiled and greeted them, "Landon... Grace..., I hope you're enjoying your dinner."
They both replied in unison, "It was superb!" And they laughed.
Tony drew up a chair and sat down and talked with them, delighting them with anecdotes of his childhood when he learned to cook from his nonna, and how Kat and he prepared a Lady-and-the-Tramp-themed surprise dinner for Red.
After Tony left their table, the director of the string quartet left his seat and came to their table to greet them. He asked them if they were enjoying the music and wished them a Merry Christmas.
When Grace's attention was distracted for a moment, the violinist leaned over to Landon and whispered, "'A Thousand Years' at midnight. Good luck!" He rose, grinning, and walked back to his seat.
Dessert was brought to their table and it was as delicious as the rest of the meal.
CHAPTER 7
Kat approached their table and told Landon that he was required at the kitchen for a moment.
Grace looked at him with a question in her eyes and he shrugged.
Landon excused himself and followed the waitress, knowing that they were about to present him with the bill. The dreaded moment had finally arrived.
Once he entered the kitchen, he saw the manager, the chef, and the waitress smiling at him.
Red Harding handed him the bill on a silver plate and said, "We thought you might prefer not to have this brought to your table."
"I couldn't agree more," he muttered under his breath. Then, raising his voice, he said, "Look, I'm pretty sure you know I don't have the money to pay for all this. Even when this was a misunderstanding, I plan to honor my debt. Perhaps we can reach some kind of arrangement. I'll wash dishes. I'll do windows, I'll paint the walls. I'm pretty handy and I'll do whatever work you need to pay for my bill. All I'm asking is don't tell Grace. Don't ruin her surprise."
"Landon, look at the bill, Landon," Red said still smiling which was strange. He should be frowning.
"I'd rather not. Just tell me how much is it and I'll do my best to pay you back as soon as possible."
Kat came close to Landon, placed a hand on his arm, and said, "Landon, trust me. Take a look at the bill."
He turned the slip of paper over fearfully and looked at the total. It said, "Paid in full, Merry Christmas."
He looked at them in amazement and gratitude.
"But, how is this possible? This evening must have cost you a fortune."
A side door opened and people started coming into the kitchen.
"We got your six, Bro," a deep voice said.
"Derek, what's going on? What's all this?"
"This is friends helping a friend," John Harding walked in behind Landon. "All the poker crew pitched in and helped."
Bill Anderson, Jonah Hitchcock, and Mayor Thompson smiled at Landon.
"We changed your M&Ms for real money," Bill Anderson said with a wink.
Landon shook his head. "This is too much. I can't accept it," his voice was hoarse with emotion, his eyes burning unexpectedly.
"You can and you will. You make my sister happier than she had ever been. That's priceless," Steve added.
Landon's mother and sister walked into the kitchen behind Steve.
"Now we come to the second part of our plan, are you ready to propose to Grace, Landon?" Callie asked her brother.
"Propose? Yeah, well, the thing is I don't have a ring. I don't have a proposal planned either. This whole event was supposed to be a dream, a game I played with you, Sis..."
"I can help with the ring problem," announced a firm voice.
Marcus Carter walked into the kitchen helping himself with a cane. The old man stood in front of Landon, put his hand into his pocket, and handed him a blue velvet box.
Landon took the box and opened it with shaky hands. The most beautiful diamond engagement ring was nestled in velvet.
"Marcus! This is too much. Besides, it's a bit..."
"Gaudy?" the old man completed the sentence. "It totally is. It's a treasured family heirloom that was gathering dust for years in the safe box. I'm happy to be able to pass it to another honorary family member."
"I... just... don't know... I can't accept it! It must cost a fortune." The lump in his throat was impossible to swallow. The barrage of emotions was almost too much for him to handle.
"You can and you will," Marcus insisted.
Landon sniffed and nodded, "Okay, I'll accept the ring with one condition. You'll be my best man at our wedding."
Marcus pretended to think for a minute, "I have a counter proposal for you. I'll be your best man if you let me take care of the reception."
The old man arched a brow and extended his hand.
"Deal," Landon said finally, shaking Marcus' hand.
"You're a tough negotiator." Then the old man smiled, patted Landon's back and pushed him to the door, "Now go and close the deal, Son."
"Don't worry about the proposal. Just speak from your heart," Red Harding suggested. "It worked for me."
Kat grabbed her husband's arm and leaned her head on his shoulder.
"Good luck, Bro," Callie wished, giving the thumbs up to her brother.
"We brought you some moral support," Diana guided Scout to the center of the group.
"Scout!" Landon got on one knee and hugged his service dog who was licking his face and whining.
"I missed you too."
"I have a wonderful idea," Tony took the ring box from Landon's hand and tied it to Scout's collar with a red bow. "Perfect. Call him when you're ready."
The chef winked at Landon.
"We'll keep our fingers crossed for you. Good luck, Bro," Derek wished Landon.
He nodded, unable to speak and walked back into the room glowing.
In the meantime, Grace was thinking that Landon never ceased to amaze her. She never thought he was able to plan a romantic evening like this for her. It made her shiver from head to toes every time she thought about all the trouble he had gone through just to make her happy.
"Shall we dance?" Landon's voice brought her back to reality. He made a slow, stiff yet refined bow
"It would be my pleasure," she said managing a lovely and graceful curtsey for him.
Grace felt her boyfriend's hand on her arm, guiding her gently to the floor.
They just felt warm and cozy in each other's arms as they smoothly glided across the floor. They swayed to the soft music. Grace brought her hands to Landon's neck. He cupped her cheeks. Her eyes caught the twinkling lights perfectly, making them look like stars. Their lips met. It was a soft, lingering kiss. What could be more perfect?
Grace was living a fairy-tale evening, and it was all real. Landon was real. Their love was real. Their relationship was real.
"I'm in love!" she screamed in her mind, "How wonderful. I'm in love."
The thought brought tears of joy to her eyes.
At five minutes till midnight, the director of the quartet turned toward Landon, smiled, and winked. He raised his hand and brought it down, and suddenly the first chords of "A Thousand Years" started.
Landon guided Grace back to her chair. Then he let out a short whistle and Scout came out of the kitchen door. The ring box was tied to his collar.
The dog sat in front of Grace and offered her his paw. Grace looked up to find Landon down on one knee in front of her, eyes gleaming, smile as wide as she'd ever seen it.
"Oh my God!" Grace breathed, while joyful light danced in her eyes.
Landon untied the bow, opened the box, and held the ring up to her. It sparkled under the room light, and Landon thought his girlfriend might tumble off the chair.
"Landon..." she whispered.
"I know it's a bit fancy. We can change it for a simpler one."
"Don't you dare! It's perfect."
He placed the ring on Grace's finger and said, "I'm not an easy person to love..."
"That's not true," she protested. He laid a finger on her lips.
"But I can promise you wholeheartedly that you will be loved with so much passion and intensity that you'll forget what life felt like before I came along. You will always be cared for and you will always have someone in your corner. It's been a long time coming, Grace McAllister, but I love you with every fiber of my being. I want to spend the rest of my life loving you. Will you let me?"
"Yes!!!!" She wanted to shout the word, but she could only squeak out a whisper. She gulped several times, tears streaming down her face. "Yes, yes, yes, yes. A thousand times, yes. I'll marry you Landon Petersen, my true and only love, my life, my everything."
Landon's eyes shone. "Scout, if you don't mind?" He pointed to the ground and Scout, evidently all-too-willing an accomplice, sat obediently down. It gave Landon enough room to lean in and give Grace a deep loving kiss that made the world spin in circles around her.
They barely registered the cheers and the applause from all the people gathering around them.
EPILOGUE
Landon and Grace got married the day after Christmas.
It was a perfect wedding. It showcased the deep and abiding love Grace and Landon shared, which was meant to last and conquer adversity. Steve walked his sister down the aisle, and Callie was one of the bridesmaids.
Landon's vows brought tears to all the people present at the church.
"My beautiful bride, you are the most exceptional woman I have ever met. I am one lucky man to be able to call you my wife, my partner, my teammate...."
Grace pumped her fist in the air and shouted, "Go, Team Landon!"
There were a few laughs and several voices joined her.
"You saved me from the darkness that overwhelmed my soul. You saved me from my worst self. You saved me and showed me how to love again. You fought at my side to make me the man I always wanted to be. I will cherish you. I will love you. I will take care of you. I will be there for you to fight every battle together as a team. I will faithfully love you always and forever."
Tears streamed down the bride's cheeks.
Landon's eyes, too, misted over with happiness. He flipped her veil over after it was all said and done, then cupped her cheek lovingly. Tenderly.
Then he pressed his lips to hers and the audience erupted into applause.
"Ladies and gentlemen, I give you to... Mr. and Mrs. Landon Petersen!" Reverend Marsden said.
It was a perfect reception too. Everyone clapped their hands as Landon and Grace entered the room.
Landon dipped Grace down before wrapping his arms around her and coming in for a loving kiss. She threaded her arms around his neck as he picked her up, then twirled her around the floor.
Everyone had a wonderful time dancing and eating and joking. It was fun and unique. Marcus Carter was the perfect host. The old man looked happy as a child on Christmas morning. He even danced a few steps with the bride.
Besides the ring, Marcus gifted the newlyweds the title of the cabin where Landon had been living.
"It's already done," was all he said when Landon protested it was too much.
It was the perfect honeymoon too. Instead of going to some place, they stayed at their cabin for a week. His mother and his sister moved to Grace's place.
One morning, Grace woke up to an empty bed. It wasn't strange since Landon was an early riser.
She found him sitting on the porch, with a cup of hot chocolate watching the snowy mountains. Scout was lying at his feet.
She sat at her husband's side, and wrapped her blanket around him.
"What are you thinking, my love?"
"I love the peace and beauty of the sunrise. Everything is so still. Even the birds are silent. Then, moments before the sun appears you can see, high up in the sky, a change as the blackness begins to take the morning colors. You see shades of blue, orange, yellow, and red as they slowly begin to catch the first rays of the morning sun. Then, the sun peeks over the mountains, and darkness gives way to light."
Landon looked his wife in the eyes, "That's what you did for me. I couldn't find peace, I felt guilt, fear, and pain. I felt unworthy, unloved. I was struggling with my life because I felt there was darkness all around me. I was lost." He took his wife's hand in his. "You took the darkness out of my life so I could see the light. Now there is no darkness in me, only love."
Grace nodded and laid her head on her husband's shoulder.
"You give me too much credit, my love. You were already on the good path. I just walked at your side."
He brought her hand to his lips and kissed its back lovingly. "Agree to disagree."
"You save me too," Grace confessed in a soft voice. "I had locked up my heart with seven keys so I could protect myself from the heartbreak. I had built walls around me. I was nursing anger and resentment against men. It was poisoning my soul..." She swallowed hard and went on. "And then you came into my life. You were so broken that you could barely hold yourself together. But you didn't give up. You kept fighting to find the light."
She took her husband's hand in hers. "And you made me want to fight at your side. And when I did, I started to fight my own darkness too. I found the light because of you, Landon."
She looked into her husband's eyes, took his face between her hands, and kissed him deeply. It was a long, loving lingering kiss.
"I love you so much it hurts, my love," Grace said.
They sat there in silence. A silence full of love and understanding. Their hearts were filled with confidence and certainty they could conquer any obstacle that might come their way.
THE END
***
I wish a Merry Christmas to all my readers. Thank you for your support, your votes, your comments and your feedback. My warmest thoughts and best wishes are with you. May the spirit of the Holidays fill your home with love and peace.
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CHAPTER 1: ROLF
I met Rain when she was dancing in the streets of Seattle, unfettered and free, arms flung out wide as she spun around and around, and tossed her head back, giggling as she twirled.
It was pouring down with rain. I remember it well.
She made me smile and forget about everything I was thinking at that moment. I thought I glimpsed a fairy flitting between flowers. She had short pixie-style blonde hair.
People walked by her, hidden under the safety of their umbrellas; some giving her the side-eye, but most avoiding eye contact, so they didn't get pulled into her craziness.
The girl was least bothered about the fact whether someone was watching her, or not. She was in her own world.
The dancing girl took a long turn and collided with my chest. She giggled and looked at me curiously. I felt that her sparkling eyes were looking inside me, somehow.
She offered me a hand and asked, "Dance with me, kind sir?"
I looked around. "I can't."
"Why not?"
"For a start, it's raining hard, and there is no music," was the first lame excuse that came to my mind.
She shook her head, as a mother does to a child.
"Rain is a blessing... and not to be rained upon, is not to be blessed," she said, in a matter-of-factly tone.
"And there is music. You just have to listen," she whispered, and she opened her arms to include everything around us.
She took my hand and pulled me out of my shelter and into dance position without giving me time to think.
"It's a waltz," she said with a wink.
I'm not entirely sure why, but I decided to dance with her in the rain. Perhaps, it was simply that she was beautiful. Perhaps because I had lived my entire life, letting what others might think of me, take control of the way I acted. Maybe her madness was contagious.
So we waltzed around and around, oblivious to anything except each other.
When the music playing in Rain's head stopped, she kissed me on my cheek and said, "Thank you for the pleasure of your company, fine gentleman."
And she curtsied.
I shrugged, took a bow and answered, "The pleasure was all mine, my lady. Let me buy you a cup of coffee."
I was soaking wet, and shivering with cold.
She smiled and took my arm, "I accept your invitation. Lead the way."
We walked arm in arm to the nearest cafe.
I sat there trying to dry myself off with some paper towels I got from the toilet.
"I must look like a bedraggled mess."
"Not at all, you look lovely," she objected.
We looked at each other long enough for it to get awkward.
"Why do you like the rain so much?"
She smiled at me and said, "I'll give you a hint. My name is Rain."
Suddenly everything made sense.
"I am Rolf, well, my real name is Rudolf, but everyone calls me Rolf. Nice to meet you."
"So... tell me, Rolf, do you like rain?"
"That's a tricky question. Your name is Rain, are you talking about yourself, or the rain, itself?"
She tilted her head to the side, curiosity evident in her expression.
"I suppose I could make it easy on you, and say I like both."
"I am glad to hear it," Rain said, wringing the water out of her short hair. "So what do you do for a living, Rolf?"
"I am a digital technology and culture major, which is a fancy way of saying I want to start in web design and eventually tell other web designers what to do. Oh, and I want to be successful enough at it, that I'm not working on porn websites. What about you?"
"I am just living my life one day at a time like the rest of humankind."
Rain and I talked and talked. She didn't seem to mind the water running down her forehead, cheeks, and dripping off her chin.
She was into hiking and nature. We spent a lot of time exchanging stories about the outdoors and the places we visited. Rain had been in a lot of places all over the world. Compared to hers, my list was pathetically short. Apparently, she had never gone to college. When I told her I lived in Middletown, she told me she had heard about my hometown, but she had never been there.
"You live in a charming small town, what are you doing here in Seattle?" she asked me.
"Taking a seminar about cybersecurity. Now, I'm heading back to Middletown. You?"
"Me? I don't have a fixed destination, I am enjoying my journey. Those mountain trails you told me about sound interesting, and I've never swum in a lake."
I didn't think it was appropriate to mention that I couldn't swim at all.
"Can I tag along with you?" Rain quickly asked. "I'd love to spend a few days in Middletown. Sounds like a delightful place."
It took me one nanosecond to make up my mind. "Of course."
That's how Rain entered my life.
I have always been quiet and reserved, but not shy. I was happy to observe and listen to my social surroundings because I didn't know how to say my opinions out loud. The majority of my school reports had the terms 'quiet', 'nice', 'well-behaved', 'need to take part in the discussion.'
I had a rich, vibrant inner life from a young age, and I did not see anything wrong with it. I never felt the pressure to adopt that cool and aloof attitude that seemed to be pervasive among students. Instead, I was a perfectionist, who would pile green vegetables on my lunch tray, held my hand high when the teacher asked a question, and who would craft two art projects, when I was only required to make one. School became a place for me to use my creativity productively.
I may have been alone, but I was not lonely. I enjoyed my inner life without embarrassment, and to the greatest extent possible. However, others did not see it this way. My mother and I argued constantly over whether I was happy being alone. To a concerned, extroverted mother, there was no way I could have been happy without a bountiful group of friends behind me. As a result, I pushed myself to become louder, more giggly, and more outgoing.
But even when I enjoyed socializing in certain contexts and environments, I still preferred to be alone.
I really tried to date, but girls saw me as a friend material, not as a boyfriend. A new word was added to my description, 'safe'.
"Do you have a girlfriend? I don't want a jealous girl chasing me with a knife because I stole her boyfriend."
I snorted. That idea of a girl chasing another girl with a knife because of me was hilarious. I know I should have said something cool like, "I am just dating and having a lot of fun right now," with a smirk on my face, but that wasn't me.
So I just said, "You don't need to worry about any girlfriend. What about you? Any jealous boyfriend with a lot of muscles I should be worried about?"
Her face clouded for a second. Somehow, I had touched a sensitive spot.
Rain shook her head. "I never had a steady boyfriend. I don't want to spend my life tied to one guy, living in the same town, surrounded by the same people."
Her words made my heart sink.
"I intend to live my life to the fullest. I want to travel and visit all the corners of the world. I want a life of adventure. You should try it."
Her words stung like a slap. Rain had pegged me right.
CHAPTER 2: RAIN
"Welcome to Middletown, Rain. 'Small town, big hearts.' The mayor coined that motto. It's corny, but it's actually true."
As soon as I laid eyes on the small town below us, I knew I'd found my new adventure. For how long? I didn't know. My time was always ticking.
Rolf seemed to read my thoughts.
"I'm pretty sure you'll get bored soon. There is not much entertainment around for a woman of the world like you."
"I wouldn't be so sure about that. Small towns have their charm that lures us to enjoy the simpler, quieter things in life. Everything's slightly slower and more relaxed. Simple life, simple people."
I could see he didn't like what I said.
"Is that how you see me? Simple?"
My lips curved into a smile. "You? Of course not! I didn't mean to offend you."
"None taken."
I knew Rolf thought I was just saying it for his benefit, but I truly believed he was special.
I had become really good at reading people. He was not a simple guy, but a rather complex one-- he was a good, decent guy with a lot of heart; he was caring and generous; he was smart, but didn't flaunt it. All his life he had played it safe and done the right thing, but I was sure he had an adventurous side.
"There is just one problem, Rain-- you're never going to find an empty place. It's peak season. Everything is booked here," Rolf said, driving around Main Street.
"A place to stay? I thought I was going to stay with you..." I said, making him blush. He looked really cute when he blushed.
"Ah... Okay... Sure... You can stay with me."
I liked his charmingly naïve style.
"Don't worry, Rolf. Your virtue is safe with me. I promise." I said, raising my right hand.
He twisted his mouth at my words, but said nothing 'til I laughed. Then he laughed with me.
"Can you take me to the lake?"
"Of course, we can go there in the morning."
"In the morning? Why wait? Let's go now. I bet it's beautiful at night."
Rolf looked at me. It was a look I had seen before. He was thinking I was crazy, but he was too much of a gentleman to say something. So he just shrugged, smiled at me, and nodded.
I wanted to walk, but he insisted on going in his car.
We reached there in no time. Rolf parked his car near the lake, and we made our way down to the water's edge, walking hand in hand.
"Well, here it is."
The lake was like glass and the calmness was broken only by the ripples the loons made, and the fish jumping up after large water bugs.
"It is breathtaking. Look at the beautiful reflection of the moon in the water," I said, absorbing everything.
We stood on the wet sand, before edging closer and letting the small waves break over our feet and ankles. It was cold, but at the same time, it was refreshing and delicious.
I could have stayed there all night, staring out into the darkening sky, inhaling the fresh air, and reminding myself how lucky I was to be here.
I pulled my skirt up, winding it around my fingers, so it wouldn't get wet. The air was brisk and chill.
"Do you swim?" I asked Rolf.
"No, I don't know how to swim. I was never cool enough to hang out at the beach like the other kids at school."
I could tell Rolf was not feeling sorry for himself, but simply stating a fact. He was comfortable in his own skin.
I sat on the cold sand and patted a spot on my side. Rolf quickly sat down, and I rested my head on his shoulder.
"I almost forgot there were so many stars," I said. "You can't see them in the big cities. Out here, without all the light pollution, you get a better picture of just how many other worlds, how many solar systems and galaxies there are in the universe, and how small we truly are."
Rolf wrapped his sweater around my shoulders, and looped an arm around me, drawing me close.
"How amazing is that on all the grains of sand, in all the universes, we somehow find ourselves here," Rolf whispered in the dark.
I turned my head to look at him in surprise. "That was beautiful!"
"What?" he asked, blushing again. "I can be poetic too, if I want."
I smiled at him. "I like this side of you."
His cheek went a bright shade of red.
"Are you a season, reason, or a lifetime?" I asked him.
"Come again?"
"You said we found ourselves. The universe joined us. I am asking if I came into your life for a season, a reason, or a lifetime."
"You lost me there," he murmured thoughtfully.
"Well, someone comes into your life for a reason, when they come to assist you through a difficulty, to provide you with guidance and support, to aid you physically, emotionally, or spiritually."
"Like a physical therapist that helps you to recover from an injury."
"Kind of. Sometimes is more subtle than that. A person, you met by chance and helps you to make a difficult decision, or opened your eyes to something you were missing. Then, at some point, when the need has been met and the work is done, the person leaves."
"I get it," he said, moving his head up and down slowly.
"Some people just come for a season," I kept explaining to him. "I had friends in whom I can confide. I had friends with whom I had a great deal of fun. I had friends who taught me important lessons about the world and myself. We enjoyed our time together immensely. But it was only for a season."
"Like a coworker you are close to, but then you change jobs and the relationship changes or vanishes."
"Something like that. Your best friend from high school or your college roommate fits in this category. I knew a lot of people during my travels, and I am still in touch with some of them, but our relationship is not what it once was."
"Have you met many men in your adventures around the world?"
I nodded and said nothing else because I suspected what he wanted to know.
However, he insisted.
"Have you been 'close' to many of those men?"
I let out a long sigh. Men could be so dense.
"Look, Rolf. I don't want to be rude, but I don't kiss and tell. What I do with my life is none of your business."
"You're right, I am sorry. I didn't mean to pry."
"It's okay. I just don't want you to get the idea that I have slept with a crowd of men. Let me tell you about Lukas."
"You don't have to if you don't want to."
"I want to. As I said, I don't want you to get the wrong idea about me. He was an Austrian guy I met on a train when I was backpacking through Europe. I stayed with his family. I became quite close with all of them. He and I shared a love of dance, and spent a good deal of time together because he was a great dancer, and gave me lessons in the Viennese waltz, a dance I had always wanted to learn."
Rolf nodded slowly. I could tell he was jealous of a guy he never met, and that wasn't part of my life anymore. Males are such possessive creatures.
He had a jealous blue eye, into which he seemed trying to put a friendly light.
"One of my favorite memories of Austria includes dancing a long Viennese waltz with Lukas down an almost-empty train platform.
"Now it's your turn," I said to change the subject. "Think of someone who came into your life for a reason."
Rolf was quiet, deep in thoughts.
"Um," he paused, rubbing his chin. "The first person that comes to my mind was Mr. Carpenter, my baseball coach in school. I thought I was a shit-hot baseball player and was heading towards the Big Leagues, but he soon dissuaded me of that idea. He didn't dance around the truth, and he didn't pander to kids or their parents. If a kid was good, he told them, and if a kid wasn't good, he told them that, too. Turned out I was a crap player."
We laughed at that.
"However, Mr. Carpenter refused to let me quit. 'The team needs you. You made a commitment, and you have to keep it. A good man always keeps his word.' So instead of quitting, I stayed and Coach pushed me, pushed everyone on the team, so that even though I was never going to be the baseball star I'd dreamed of, the team went on to win the premiership that year."
"Are you still in touch with him?"
Rolf shook his head. "He died not long ago. Even so, I hadn't talked with him in ages."
"I am sorry for your loss."
"Thank you. You said people come to your life for a reason, a season... and a lifetime."
"Very few people come to your life for a lifetime," I said in a whisper.
Rolf nodded. I could see in his eyes that he knew what I meant. "Family fits into this category," he said.
I nodded. "Not every family, but yes, most of them."
"Some true good friends, you can count with one hand. Those who had always been at your side in difficult times, that you both hold on to each other during both good and bad times. If you have people like that in your life, you are truly lucky."
"You're right," I gave him a sad smile. One of the prices you pay for your freedom is that you don't take roots. I grew up in a foster home. No one knew who my parents were. I belong to nowhere and no one.
It was a starry night and the stars twinkled, each trying to tell its own story. I could spend the entire night lying on the sand, talking to the stars. It wouldn't have been the first time that I slept on a beach. I inhaled the fresh air and reminded myself how lucky I was to be here and to be alive.
I could feel Rolf lying at my side. There were good vibes between us.
Rolf said, "I read once that a grain of sand on a beach represents just how big our planet is in comparison to the universe. And to think that we're each just a tiny speck of dust on that grain of sand... It shows you how small a part we play in everything."
He was a smart guy, someone to look up to.
"I can teach you to swim," I said, all of a sudden. Maybe this was my reason to be here. "At least enough, so you won't get into difficulties if you go in the water."
I knew he was trying to look brave, but he shivered when he said, "I'll think about it."
He looked cute with his eyebrows scrunched together and his cheeks all flushed with red.
CHAPTER 3: ROLF
The next day, we went to the lake. Rain was a force of nature. It was almost impossible to say no to her. I was afraid to go into the water, but the same impulse that drove me into dancing with her in the rain caused me to go into the lake.
Rain grabbed my hand, and we tiptoed into the cold water. The coolness wrapped around my toes and swallowed my ankles. I froze, a combination of the cold water and my fear making my muscles rigid.
I swallowed as I stared out at the dark-blue depths. In this particular spot, the lake was almost flat and completely smooth. I didn't want to look scared with Rain by my side.
"How about for today's first lesson," Rain suggested after a few moments, "I just teach you to float."
"Okay," I agreed warily, letting her lead me deeper in.
I drew in a deep breath, told myself to be brave.
"Georgios taught me how to swim when I was in Greece; he was a lifeguard. You're safe with me."
"She met a lot of guys all over the world," I thought. "Am I just another name in her list?" I couldn't help but feel jealous of every guy that she had met. I shook my head trying to get rid of these thoughts. We were not a couple. She was just a girl I met in the street and invited to my place.
"Relax and lie back on the water, lift your feet from the bottom," Rain coached me.
It was hard to relax when my heart was hammering with fear.
Soon, with Rain's gentle coaxing and her firm hands keeping hold of me at all times, I was able to float on my back and stared up at the blue sky.
"You're doing well, Rolf. Don't move your arms and legs."
I was breathing fast, my efforts were clumsy, but at least I was keeping my head above the water.
On the way to the lake, Rain and I had visited a store at the mall, which she insisted was all she could afford. I had waited patiently as she tried on a variety of swimsuits before settling on a pink two-piece. It cut low over her breasts and then skimmed the top of her thighs.
"Tell me about this guy, Georgios?" I tried to make my voice sound casual and light.
She rolled her eyes but answered anyway.
"He was the person who taught me how to swim. He lives in Greece. I like to meet people wherever I go. I have never been afraid to talk to strangers. That's how I met some of the most wonderful and interesting people along the way."
Why Rain brought up such strong feelings in me?
I tried not to get jealous. I knew there were no reason nor right for me to be jealous, but still, I couldn't shake the prickly feeling that came over me. The inexplicable feeling that I didn't like Lukas and I didn't like Georgios, I didn't like them at all, even though I'd never met any of them. The idea of some other guy touching Rain, kissing her was killing me.



"You're floating now," Rain said, stretching my arms out, oblivious to my thoughts. "Doesn't it feel awesome, looking up at the sky, feeling like you're part of something massive, huge like the lake?"
"Yes. It is. I just don't want to be part of the lake permanently," I said nervously. "What if I drift into deeper water?"
"Then I'll bring you back to safety," Rain reassured me.
I tried to stand, but my feet couldn't find the bottom. I panicked and threw both arms around Rain's neck. We both sank down.
When we emerged, she said in a calm but firm voice, "Rolf, you have to let go of me."
I squeezed my arms tighter around her neck.
"I can't. I'm way too scared," I looked down. I couldn't see the bottom of the lake from where I was floating. We were not far from the old pier.
"Why did I let Rain talk me into this? Perhaps she had used some of her pixie magic on me."
Rain tried to extricate my fingers from around her neck, but I had her in a fierce hold. The cold water made her nipples poke out. If I wasn't so scared, I would be enjoying having my body pressed against hers.
Even so, I could feel my desire stirring.
Again, Rain seemed to read my mind. She giggled, leaned forward, and kissed me, pushing herself against me firmly and laid on her back. Her legs were wrapped around my waist and her pussy rubbed against my cock through the thin layers of our swimsuits.
I relaxed immediately.
"I told you the key to floating is that you have to relax. You will be able to swim as long as you learn that," she purred, rubbing against me.
"How can I relax if I could sink to the bottom of the lake?"
"I think doing this is helping you," she rubbed her pussy again on my hardness and giggled.
My cock twitched in my trunks. "I am sorry."
"It's okay. I am actually flattered," she winked at me and rubbed more splashing around. I was still holding her, but not so firmly, and she was moving her arms and legs swimming backward.
"Rain... This is a family beach, and I don't want to get arrested for indecent exposure. Sheriff Thomas doesn't like perverts."
"I am pretty sure we are not the first couple to make love in the water."
"Yeah, that's true, but most couples do it at night when no one is around."
We were out in the water, and whilst there wasn't anyone nearby, there were plenty of people on the beach.
"Fine, spoilsport. You're not fun at all," she pouted.
Even when she smiled at me when she said that, I could see she was disappointed.
"What was wrong with me? Why couldn't I be a free spirit like Rain?"
Reluctantly, Rain unhooked her legs from around my waist and eased back a little. I stood up and realized I could touch the bottom again. The pier was closer to us.
"I already taught you how to float. You can try it again," she said.
I tried it and lost balance again. My fingernails dug into her arm in my attempt to keep my head above water.
"I got you, Rolf," she said, her voice calm and reassuring. She placed a hand on the back of my head to keep it above the water
I nodded and relaxed a little.
She laughed. "You're doing great."
I tried to look at her, but when I turned my head I lost my balance, sinking under the water and coming up spluttering.
Her hands pushed me up, so I wouldn't go under again.
"Ah, Rolf, you can't let yourself get distracted," she said with a laugh.
"Are you having fun with me almost drowning?" I splashed her with water, which caused her to let go of me, and I immediately went under again, only to come up spluttering and coughing once more.
"You can't do that," she warned me, her eyes sparkling. "You don't want me to let you go."
"No, I don't." I wound my arms around her neck and pulled myself up against her, her wet body slamming into mine. We slid together, the water sliding over our skin, as Rain tilted her head back, welcoming the kiss she knew was coming.
I didn't waste a moment, pressing my mouth fully and firmly to hers, eliciting a low growl of pleasure from the back of her throat that made my pulse quicken. My tongue traced the seam of her lips before she opened for me, allowing me to explore her mouth. Despite the chill of the lake water, Rain was anything but cold.
"I have wanted to kiss you senselessly since we met," I said, trying to keep myself above the water.
"Kiss away, Rolf." she pulled me back in for another kiss, and this time, when I did finally let her go, I realized it was getting harder and harder to stay away from her.
When we got home, we made love for what seemed like hours. We dozed off and when we woke up we made love again... and again... and again... It was perfect.
"Was it as special for Rain as it was for me?"
We shared my bed every night since then.
I liked the fact that she was not afraid to challenge me.
"How long Rain would be part of my life? Was she a reason, a season, or a lifetime?"
CHAPTER 4: RAIN
During the next days, we established a happy routine. Rolf worked at home, so he had flexible hours, and could take me to a mountain trail or some other adventure.
I also convinced Rolf to show me the backdrops of his days as a shy teen. Places attached to a meaningful memory.
"I told you I wasn't shy. I was quiet," he corrected me.
"Noted."
"Growing up in Middletown was magical. I could ride with my bike everywhere. After school, we used to play baseball outside. We would even stay outside playing way after dark under the streetlights. Our neighbors would sit on the front porch and actually engage in conversations. We spent our summers at the Indian Lake Campground."
I just smiled and nodded, enjoying the expression on his face while he told me about his childhood and teenage years.
"The real reason why I never learned to swim is that one summer, a kid drowned at the lake. His body was recovered later from the bottom. I will never forget that day. The camp was closed and I was sent back home."
He was looking at the lake while he was telling me the story. I hugged him from behind tightly. "I'm sorry, Rolf. Death is always a tragedy, but it's especially tragic when the dead person is a child."
"I have been afraid of going into the lake since then," he said under his breath.
"And yet, you let me teach you how to float," I said, resting my chin on his shoulder.
He shrugged. "They say we must confront our fears. Maybe, it was time to conquer mine."
I shivered. My own dark fears pushed to come to the surface. They were always lurking in the back of my mind.
"Are you okay?" Rolf asked me, turning around.
I forced a smile and gave him a nod. "Yeah, I'm just chilly. That's all," I lied.
As though to confirm my words, a tremor shivered through my body, bringing up a rash of goosebumps on my arms.
"Oh," he said relieved, and put his jacket on my shoulders.
Rolf claimed to be just an average guy, but he was indeed an extraordinary man. I've met lots of people around the world, but I never felt as close to any of them as I feel to him. I just hoped he didn't get too attached to me. He shouldn't, or he was going to end up getting hurt.
"Do you have any siblings?" I asked him.
"No, I am an only child. My mom gave birth to me when she was almost forty. Both of my parents retired and went to live in Florida when I went to college."
With each passing day, we grew closer, learned from each other, and created amazing memories. I shared with him things I had experienced in my travels. Rolf shared with me about Middletown and the people who lived in it. I met a lot of interesting people and, sooner than later, I was making lots of new friends.
I got to know Sheriff Thomas and his deputy, Nick. They were both actively involved in community activities. Sheriff Thomas knew everyone, and everyone knew him.
I talked for hours with Laura, the owner, and manager of the only Bed and Breakfast in town, and we discovered we had a lot in common. Through her, I met her Aunt Molly, a fascinating person who had traveled a lot.
The Middletown Community Center offered a free weekly social dancing class and I convinced Rolf to come with me. We had so much fun dancing together.
Flowers bloomed in rich profusion beneath the slender trees, sending their sweet fragrance into the summer air. More than ever, the place had a feeling of enchantment as the slight breeze moved the leaves overhead, sending dappled pools of golden light dancing across the brilliant purple flowers.
Rolf and I made love in every improbable spot of the house. One day, while we were hiking, I grabbed Rolf's hand and dragged him, running across a meadow toward an empty barn. We rolled over each other, laughing and kissing like two teenagers. We made love in the barn, filling each other up. That night, the sunset was like a Baroque painting.
One warm night, I finally fulfilled my dream of making love in a lake under the stars.
Rolf didn't want to take any money from me, so in exchange, I cleaned his place and cooked dinner for him.
One particular evening, I planned on making beef Wellington with roasted potatoes with garlic and herbs, and apple pie. I had had many cooking lessons from different people around the world. I kept all the recipes in a notebook in my backpack.
I made my way to the grocery store, and met Theodore, a wrinkled old man. He looked like someone's grandpa.
"Hi, I am Rain. I am staying with Rolf."
His face was stretched in a broad smile full of wrinkles.
"Please to finally meet you, Rain. I've heard about you. I am Theodore. How do you like Middletown so far?"
"I love it," I blurted out. "It is so quiet, peaceful, beautiful, and very friendly around here. It's magical, too."
"It is all that and more, if you don't mind the gossip."
"Nah, I expect it," I said, laughing. "I love your store. It looks like the ones you see in Old West movies."
"Thank you. It has been in my family for three generations."
"Wow! That's truly impressive," I said, taking a closer look around.
Theodore projected very positive energy. He was a genuinely warm and friendly person.
When I told him so, he replied. "You're positively glowing, too. Maybe that has something to do with Rolf?"
Yeah, friendly and nosy, too. I had stayed in enough small towns to know how fast and far rumors can fly.
"Maybe a little," I giggled. "He is cute and a great person, but we're just friends."
I handed him the list of items I needed. While Theodore looked for them, a young woman walked straight into me.
She looked at me from head to toe. Her eyes seemed to ask, "Who are you and what are you doing here?"
I didn't like the vibes I was picking from her. Toxic energy. She was giving me a headache.
"Good morning! I am Rain, Rolf's friend. I'm staying at his place. Nice to meet you," I said, offering her my hand.
"Morning..." she grumped, ignoring my hand.
Okay. I definitely didn't like her.
"Someone woke up on the wrong side of the bed," I sing-songed.
It was obvious she didn't like me. Some people won't like you no matter what you do, so I never wasted my time and energy trying to win them over.
Theodore came to my rescue. "Tania, you're being rude to my client. If you can't behave yourself, I'll have to ask you to leave," he said in a firm tone.
"Whatever," Tania rolled her eyes before muttering that she preferred to go to the mall. She turned around and left the building in a rather hasty manner, leaving me and Theodore alone.
"Sorry about that," he said, his voice just above a whisper. "Tania always had a thing for Rolf. She probably heard the rumors about you staying at his place and..."
"Assumed we were together?"
Theodore nodded.
"Well, I can't blame Rolf for not going after her. She certainly needs a lesson in manners. And a good aura-cleaning session."
Theodore let out a short laugh.
"Well, when it comes to ladies, Rolf can be a little bit..."
"...clueless?" I offered.
The old shopkeeper moved his head to the sides. "Rolf can be quiet and reserved, but he isn't stupid. I'm pretty sure he knows Tania has feelings for him, but he just doesn't reciprocate them, and he is too much of a gentleman to ever mention it."
"Oh, I see," I smiled. Rolf was undeniably growing on me.
Theodore handed me two paper bags. They felt very heavy in my arms, and I juggled them, feeling a little lightheaded.
"How much do I owe you...?" my voice trailed off.
"I'll put everything on Rolf's tab. I'm sure he would like it this way... Rain!"
I heard Theodore crying my name, but it sounded to me like he was calling from a faraway distance. I felt myself sway, dropping the bags and barely noticing the contents rolling away as I wobbled on my feet. Then something cold and hard hit my head and everything went black.
CHAPTER 5: ROLF
"Are you sure you're okay, Rain?" I asked, holding her in my arms.
Rain nodded, pressing the ice pack Theodore handed her against the egg-sized lump it was forming on her skull.
"Yes, I'm fine. My ego is a little bruised, though."
"You fainted. We should call an ambulance, or go to see a doctor," I suggested. "You could have a concussion."
Rain paled at my suggestion. "No! I've likely got a mild concussion. I just got a little lightheaded because I didn't eat a lot for lunch today, that's all."
"Why are you so determined not to go to the emergency room?" I asked, genuinely confused. "People don't just faint, Rain."
She looked at me, her lips pressed together.
"Listen," Rain said finally. "I know what doctors are going to say. I have low iron levels," she confessed, keeping her tone as reassuring as possible. "It's nothing really."
I hesitated and frowned, still not convinced. I could tell she was hiding something from me.
"Theodore shouldn't have called you. You were busy."
"I would have never forgiven him if he hadn't called me."
"I fainted for a few seconds. I hit my head, but I'm okay. You don't have to make a big deal out of it, Rolf. I swear, I'm fine."
Rain couldn't hide the slightly annoyed tone in her voice.
I nodded, but I didn't calm down. "Do you faint often?"
She rolled her eyes.
"It had happened to me before. As I said, I have low iron. Google it. It's quite common, especially for girls."
"I heard about that," Theodore stated. "My sister, rest in peace, had anemia and was fainting all over the place. She had to eat copious amounts of red meat."
"See?" Rain said, "No big deal." Handing the ice pack back to Theodore, Rain climbed to her feet.
Theodore had already put her grocery items back in the bags, and they were neatly packed, waiting for me to collect them.
"Are you truly okay?" I asked, watching her carefully. Rain forced a smile to her face.
"I am fine, worrywart."
Heading out to the street, I made a mental note to give her Tylenol as soon as we were back in the house. That would make her feel better.
"It's just her iron levels," I told myself as we walked back home. But I didn't believe it.
She went home singing and prancing and telling me about the fabulous dinner she was going to cook for me.
"Are you always this happy?"
Tilting her head, Rain regarded me, choosing her words carefully before she replied. "I am happy. I've always tried to get the most out of life. We decide to be happy... Or not."
"You have given me a very simplistic answer to a very complex subject," I objected.
"No, I didn't. Pain is inevitable, suffering is optional," she stated. "I didn't say that, by the way, it was Buddha."
"Let me guess, you've spent some time in a Tibetan monastery."
She looked at me, and giggled, "Maybe."
"You've obviously lived a charmed life."
I glanced over at her in time to see a shadow pass across her face and her smile falter slightly.
"I never knew my biological parents. I grew up in foster care. It was traumatic, but not in an everyday-you're-miserable kind of way. It's like a thought in the back of your head where you know this isn't your family. These people don't love you, and one false move will have you packing in a minute. I was about thirteen years old when I decided not to get attached to anyone again. Imagine that. Most girls at that age are worrying about having a new phone or their math homework. I was mending my broken heart..."
I mentally slapped myself for my thoughtless words. "Rain... I had no idea. I am sorry. Me and my big mouth! Please forgive me, I shouldn't have said what I said..."
She waved her hands to stop me.
"Stop it! Apology accepted." She smiled at me and placed her hand on my heart, "You didn't mean to hurt me, Rolf. You're a good man with a good heart. I know that."
Rain plastered a smile back on her face, oblivious to the brief insight she'd just given me. "You know, in a way you're so right. I've led a very charmed life. A life that's led me to you and this awesome town! And I've made a new friend today. Theodore is a very interesting person."
"You met Theodore just today," I argued. "You hardly became friends with him."
"A friend is just a stranger you haven't met yet," she quoted.
"Rain was completely and utterly crazy. And I was completely and utterly in love with her."
When we got home, Rain went into the kitchen, and I finished some work on my computer.
I heard her singing in the kitchen as she prepared dinner. She had a beautiful voice, high and clear. She seemed to be okay, and I pushed my fears to the back of my mind.
Dinner was delicious. Somehow, she knew all my favorite foods.
Summer passed in a dream. Rain always looked on the bright side in everything and saw the good in everyone. As a result, people were naturally drawn to her sweet and charming nature.
She was the most sociable person I'd ever known. During the short time she had been living in Middletown, she had made more friends than I had made in my whole life. She made friends everywhere she went and snatched up acquaintances in every corner. Every way I went, I had people asking me about her or sending her their regards.
She started going to the gym with Georgina, Middletown High gym teacher and the wife of my nerd friend, Daniel. At the gym, she met Grace, the town's realtor, and Derek and Bella, the gym's owners. Very quickly, she became friends with all of them.
Through them, Rain met Laura and Percy, owners of the only Bed and Breakfast in town. Rain spent a lot of time at the B&B kitchen, sharing recipes with Laura and her Aunt Molly. Rain was amazed by Molly's artifacts collection, and sooner than later they were drinking tea and exchanging tales about their trips around the world.
My social life increased quite a bit. We were constantly being invited to dinners and gatherings. I started going to the gym with her.
While the nature of these friendships might seem superficial to the eye of the idler observer, she knew the family stories of all of them. And she left a lasting impression on all of them.
Rain spread love around her with random acts of kindness. Like the time she was late for dinner and I found her talking with Mrs. Rowland, a lonely-widow neighbor. She was having tea with her.
"There are so many lonely people who have nowhere else to go and no one to share their lives with," Rain said. "She lived a fascinating life."
I felt ashamed of myself for all the times I walked by my old-lady neighbor without saying more than 'have a good day.' I didn't even know her first name.
Rain's boundless energy and positivity were inspiring. She talked me into taking dancing classes at the community center. I always wanted to learn how to dance but I'd always felt clumsy and uncoordinated.
In my first class, I was very anxious. But thanks to Rain's patient and positive personality, I did it great and my self-confidence improved.



She also taught me how to meditate. I was happier, more focused and productive at work, and more comfortable in my own skin.
She was not only my breath of fresh air, but a breath of fresh air for everyone she met.
Life was never dull, or lacking in adventure, with her at my side. She had turned my life upside down in a way, no one else had before. Maybe my first impression of her was right, and she was a fairy after all. The woman had magic in her veins.
For the first time in my life, I was happy because I knew that tomorrow, the next day, and the day after that, I was going to share my life with Rain.
I used to lie at night, watching the ceiling, trying to think about all the things that have changed for the better in my life.
We spent as much time as we could together. We walked. We explored. We laughed.
Yes, we had sex, too. But my feelings for Rain had nothing to do with sex, even when it was the best sex I ever had in my life. It was about Rain and being with her and getting to know her. The sex was amazing, awesome, and life-changing. But I was captivated, enthralled by her whole persona.
My heart just couldn't stop loving her, not even for a fleeting moment.
However, I never acted on my attraction to her.
Why? Because I was too damned scared that she would shoot me down. Can't cage a bird when they're meant to be free. So, I was afraid of letting myself feel all these things I was feeling for her. Yet, I couldn't help it. I was like the proverbial moth drawn to the flames.
We shared a lot about ourselves, but Rain didn't let me inside her heart. Not really. We held hands, we kissed, we cuddled, we had sex, and we did a lot of things together as couples do. But... we never defined what kind of relationship we were in, or even if we were in one. We didn't speculate about the future.
Deep down, I feared that one day, she was going to fly away, looking for new horizons and new adventures.
I knew that day my heart was going to break in two.
CHAPTER 6: RAIN
My phone rang and the name that came upon the screen surprised me and scared me at the same time.
"Hey Lukas, long time no talk. Where in the world are you?"
"Hello, Rain, meine liebe! Actually, I am in the US, in Portland to be more specific," Lukas said, with his usual enthusiasm.
"Really? What are you doing in America?" I asked surprised.
"Just taking care of some family business, and checking on my favorite girl. I can't believe you haven't called me in more than a year," he all but pouted on the phone screen. Lukas was prone to theatrics. And he was madly rich. "You have barely used the credit card I gave you lately. I was worried."
I rolled my eyes with a smile.
"How are you? And you know exactly what I am asking," his voice now was dead serious.
I knew where this conversation was heading, and I didn't like it. I took a deep breath and said, "I am well, I guess."
"You guess? Rain what's wrong?"
"Two weeks ago, I had a little faint."
"You fainted? Did the doctor do a whole-body checkup?"
"Lukas, stop! I didn't go to see any doctor. I had a little dizzy spell, that's all. I'm fine," I repeated."
"Or it could be something. Rain, you know you have to have yourself checked every three to six months. You got none. I checked."
"No, no, no, no..." The reality of my situation had finally caught up with me.
"I haven't fainted or experienced any other symptoms since... well, you know. I am fine. Stop worrying."
"Where are you now?"
"I'm in a small town in the northwest. It's called Middletown. Quite a charming place with very nice people and some spectacular views."
He rolled his eyes on the phone screen. "You find nice people wherever you go. Have you met someone special?"
"I have," I told him honestly. "Nothing too deep or serious, you know me. But he is a sweet, kind, and caring man. He is special in every sense of the word... I am enjoying it being with him." I was smiling and blushing while telling Lukas about Rolf. OMG, what was happening to me?
"Well, I am happy for you, Rain. Did you tell him about--?"
"No!" I interrupted him. I didn't even want to hear the word. "Of course, not! What would be the point? We are not even in a serious relationship..."
"Rain, you should hear yourself when you talk about this guy... I know firsthand the effect you have on males. I would bet my Dad's fortune that he is hooked on you."
Lukas was right, and I knew it, which meant it was time to move on. I couldn't fall in love with someone, and I couldn't let Rolf fall in love with me.
We had been together the whole summer. Together together. We had spent every night in his bed, filling the hours with amazing sex, laughter, and, most surprisingly, deep, peaceful sleep. He made me forget about all the bad things that had happened to me, and for that alone, I would love him forever.
We hadn't discussed the nature of our relationship in any detail, but I didn't care. I didn't need a label. Rolf knew that my relationship with him was more than house sharing. However, whenever I tried to think about things on a deeper level, anxiety took over. The only way I could deal with my feelings was keeping things light and easy, and taking everything one day at a time.
Lukas' voice brought me back to reality.
"Look, Rain, I have a couple of free days. Why don't you tell me how to reach to your charming little town, so we meet and catch up?"
"That sounds great. I'll send you the info. See you soon, Lukas!"
"It will be great to see you again and put some sense into that careless head of yours. Take care, please."
I looked at the phone, checking how much time I had left before dinner. I enjoyed grocery shopping, as much as I enjoyed cooking.
I wanted to make it special because it was probably going to be one of our last ones.
***
Exactly two and a half hours later, Lukas showed up in Middletown square driving a luxury car that would attract everyone's attention. Great!
I was pretty sure every person in town was watching us and wondering who this man was.
"Hello, Rain, it's so good to see you again. Small-town life suits you. You look great," he said effusively, kissing my cheek. "Can I park the car here?"
"Yes, and you can leave it unlocked. Nobody will bother it."
Lukas nodded, but pressed the alarm button anyway.
"I am glad you made it to the countryside. I thought you were a big-city kind of guy."
He looked around. "It looks like a nice, clean town. I understand why you like it here. Is your boyfriend joining us?"
"No. We are just friends, Lukas. That's all we've ever been. All we're ever going to be. Friends. You know why."
Lukas shook his head. "You keep saying that to yourself, and eventually you'll believe it."
"He is in Seattle for a seminar. It's better this way. He can be a bit... possessive. Come, there is a delightful restaurant here. The food is amazing. We can catch up there."
I took a look around. I could see people pointing at us and whispering already. People in Middletown were always ready for gossip.
We crossed Main Square to The Jammed. I couldn't help but feel guilty. And I hated it.
***
"You need to get tested, Rain. Stop stalling it."
"I know you're right, but I am scared. What if I test positive again?"
"Then we'll deal with it like we did the last time. They decided to name the west wing of The West Coast Medical Center of Hope in Phoenix to recognize my family contributions. Our last donation was five million after you were released."
"Lukas, you shouldn't have."
"It's just money, meine liebe. I couldn't let you die. You took Mom out of her depression and helped Dad to realize he was wasting his life and his health in the family business. You have a way with people, and you know it. My parents will take me out of their wills if I don't help you in any way I can. Besides, what's all the money worth if I can't help a friend in need?"
I placed my hand on his cheek.
"You're sweet, Lukas. I can't thank you enough for everything you and your family have done for me."
Lukas paid the check, I looked at my phone, it was 6:30, and I needed to get back to Rolf's place, so I could make him the special dinner I had planned before telling him about Lukas. It would be better if he knew about him from me.
"Lukas, it's been really fun. But I have to go. I have some cooking to do," I said, as I motioned to the groceries at my feet.
"No problem, let me help you with that," he said as he picked up my grocery bag.
I didn't mind since I honestly enjoyed his company.
We chatted pleasantly during the walk to Rolf's place. When we arrived, Lukas turned to me, and said, with a bit of embarrassment, "Do you mind if I come up and use the restroom?"
I hesitated; it wasn't my place, after all. But after taking one look at Lukas' pained face, I said, "Of course, come on in."
Lukas grabbed the groceries and followed me inside.
"The bathroom is in the hallway to the left." I pointed him in the right direction.
He gave me a grateful nod and walked swiftly towards the hallway.
I turned on the radio and swayed from side to side to the upbeat tones of classical music. I had loved classical music all my life. One of my foster parents introduced me to it through recordings and radio broadcasts when I was a little girl. I hummed the melody as I walked to the kitchen and poured myself a glass of wine, ready to start cooking.
I was planning to make Rolf one of his favorite dishes-- salmon with mango salsa and rice pilaf. I loved the fusion of flavors.
I put the salmon to bake in the oven and started boiling some water for rice pilaf as I began peeling the mangos for the salsa.
Lukas entered the kitchen and whistled. "Wow, look at you. You look like you know what you're doing."
I laughed and said. "Would you like a glass of something?" Although, I secretly hoped he would decline. Rolf would be returning in an hour, and I wanted to light some candles and create a romantic environment for him to come home to.
"Sure, anything, whatever you're having."
I pursed my lips as I poured him a glass of wine.
We chatted while I cooked dinner. I had forgotten how fun it was to spend time with Lukas. He kept me in stitches with stories about his travels and his family.
After forty minutes, the mango salsa was ready, the pilaf had been fluffed, and the salmon was resting in the oven.
"Come on, it's a waltz," Lukas said, noticing the music on the radio as he grabbed me and pulled me into the living room for an impromptu dance.
"I need to do a few things so..."
"Come on, Rain. Just one dance. For old times," he said, as he spun me under his arm, pulling me into his expert dance frame.
I giggled, the combination of wine and spinning making me giddy, erasing any reservations I had wanted to express.
"Maybe just one dance."
I laughed up a storm as my body took over, moving to the rhythm of the music in an almost meditative trance. Lukas was an amazing partner; he could dance to any song that came on.
I closed my eyes, focusing on his hand on my back as we swayed elegantly from side to side.
"It's like you are a stalk of grass swaying in the wind. You don't notice when it stops moving right and starts changing direction, it just flows fluidly with the wind."
I closed my eyes and rolled my head from right to left slowly, trying to imagine what it would be like to be a stalk of grass.
I was so engrossed in the movement that I completely lost track of time when suddenly, I heard a throat clearing.
It was Rolf.
CHAPTER 7: ROLF
Another boring seminar in Seattle. I used to assist them to fill in the endless hours of my empty days.
I loved the thought that Rain was at home waiting for me. I looked forward to seeing her every day, I loved being with her, having her in his arms, kissing her... She made me feel things I hadn't felt in my whole life.
Rain was changing me for the better. Everything about her was sunny and light. Every morning, when I woke up, she was the first thing I thought of, and she was my last thought when I fall asleep holding her in my arms.
I was falling badly for Rain.
My heart was beating fast when I finally got home. I opened the front door and I came to an abrupt halt as my brain registered the sight.
Rain was dancing in the arms of another man. In my living room. In my house.
The jealousy that suddenly burst up was so fiery that I was taken completely by surprise. On some level, I knew my feelings were unreasonable, but I couldn't help them.
Rain's eyes flew open.
"Rolf!" she exclaimed happily, as she broke from her male companion and skipped over to me, giving me a big hug.
I was stiff beneath her arms. She hugged me harder and gave me a quick kiss on the lips. "You're home early."
Noticing the severe look on my face, she immediately came crashing down from her dancing high.
"It's eight pm exactly," I said coldly, my eyes never leaving her male companion's face. "I am Rolf, nice to meet you," I said formally, as I gazed at him icily.
The guy took my hand and gave it one firm shake.
"Lukas."
"Lukas, huh?" I turned my head to look at Rain. "You didn't tell me we were going to have visitors."
Rain pressed her lips together. "Lukas called me and told me he was in the area, so we gathered to catch up, and we lost the track of time. I am sorry."
Lukas glanced at his phone and rubbed the back of his neck, clearly uncomfortable. "Well, I'll be going. It was good catching up with you Rain, I'll see myself out."
He gave us a final wave and hurried to the door, opening it without a look back.
"Bye Lukas," Rain said, raising a hand as the door closed.
She tried to ignore the tension in the room as she turned to me and said with forced excitement in her voice. "Are you hungry? Dinner is ready. Why don't you go change, and I'll bring our plates to the table."
She headed to the kitchen without waiting for an answer, hoping that the meal could change the tone of the evening. She hummed along to the music on the radio while she prepared our plates.
"Are you hungry? I made you one of your favorite meals."
She put her hand on top of mine and rubbed it gently. "Let's have dinner," she said, smiling fully as she stood up, pulling me towards the dining room.
"I can't, Rain. I need a moment." I squeezed her hand. I had knots in my stomach.
I sighed, a dull ache pulsating at my temples. The combination of a long day at the seminar and the scene with Lukas was a potent headache waiting to happen.
I just wanted to lie down and go to sleep. I went to the bedroom and lay back against the pillow and closed my eyes, sighing as the throbbing decreased slowly. I wasn't sure how long I lay that way before a knock on the door roused me.
"Can I come in?" Rain asked, her voice laced with uncertainty.
I lifted my heavy lids. "Yes, of course, you can. I'm just really knackered."
"Are you hungry?" She lifted a tray with a plate of food. The aroma of the food wafted over to me, and my stomach grumbled in response. "I am hungry, actually."
She walked gingerly toward the bed, putting the tray down as she climbed next to me. "Here," she said, handing me a cloth napkin.
The salmon with mango salsa looked fantastic with its vibrant pink, yellow, and green colors hinting at the flavor sensations to come.
"What's wrong?" she asked, concerned. "Something happened at the seminar?"
"No, nothing happened at the seminar. You really don't know?"
"No, I really don't."
"What's wrong is that I walked in on you dancing with another man in my living room."
She shook her head, confused.
"You're mad because I was dancing with Lukas."
"It was a little off-putting to walk in on you dancing in the arms of your ex-boyfriend. You were so enthralled with Lukas, that you didn't even hear me come into the house."
Her neck flushed while her eyebrows knit tightly together. "Rolf, I think you are overreacting a bit. I wasn't enthralled; I was just having fun dancing. Besides, Lukas and I were always just friends," she said firmly, crossing her arms tightly over her chest.
I looked away, my chest heaving visibly. Why was this so hard for her to understand? My heart raced as I pictured Rain's eyes closed, a blissful look on her face as Lukas and Rain swayed romantically from side to side. I felt like I had walked in on an intimate liaison.
"That's not what it looked like to me." I squeezed my eyes tight, trying to get the image of Rain and Lukas out of his head.
When I opened them again, I was surprised to see Rain staring at me with fury in her eyes.
She pointed a finger at me and narrowed her eyes. "Are you accusing me of bringing another man to have sex with him in our place?" She spoke slowly and firmly, her tone a mix of bewilderment and disbelief. "Don't you think that if I wanted to have sex with a lover I'd have picked another place?"
I quickly opened my mouth to respond, but then closed it again, her point registering. But even though her logic made sense, I still felt wronged. I rubbed the back of my neck with his palm. "What was he doing here anyway?"
"He called me and I told him where I was. He was in Portland, so he drove here to catch up. Then we walked here because he helped me with the bags."
"Why did you invite him in?"
"He asked to use the bathroom. Then I politely offered him a refreshment," she said emphasizing the word 'politely' with a raise of her eyebrows, "and then a waltz came on the radio, and so we danced. It was completely innocent and unplanned."
Her explanation was making far more sense than I expected. I felt the heat go out of my anger.
She sighed and sat down on the bed heavily. "Rolf, Lukas and I are just friends. He and his family helped me during a very bad time of my life. And no, I don't want to talk about it."
Everything Rain said made sense, and yet, I couldn't deny the real pain it had caused when I walked in on her. I wanted her to be dancing in my arms, not anyone else's. We had enjoyed many evenings of slow dancing in front of the fire, and it felt intensely personal to see Lukas taking my place... even if that wasn't Rain's intent.
I also knew that I had no right to be jealous. We had never defined our relationship.
"I didn't do anything wrong. We were dancing the waltz. It's not like I was grinding on him or doing the lambada. The waltz is about as innocent a dance as they come," she said. Her lashes fluttered shyly.
She looked towards the floor hesitantly. When she looked back at me, she met my eyes fully. "I'm sorry Rolf. I didn't mean to hurt your feelings."
That was all I needed. I leaned forward and kissed her lightly. Her features seemed to relax, a look of relief on her face. "I'm sorry too. I acted like a mad-jealous person. I smiled earnestly. "Is there any more food? I'm still hungry."
She smiled widely. "Yes, I'll make you another plate."
CHAPTER 8: RAIN
That night I had trouble sleeping. Too much on my mind.
Something surged inside me, something primal that made my chest swell and made me want to grab Rolf and hold on to him forever. I closed my eyes and pushed the feelings away.
"There is no room in my heart for love now," I told myself, "no room for Rolf. I'm being selfish, I am hurting him. I shouldn't have stayed so much."
The thought of leaving made me sad.
Living here with Rolf represented all the things I couldn't have: a man who adored me, a house with a white fence, a small town full of nice and warm people, friends, a future...
Even so, I couldn't stay here anymore. I didn't have the luxury to dream of a future.
I had to walk away from Middletown before I couldn't do it anymore. I could feel my resolve weaken with every passing minute.



I carefully got out of bed and went out for a walk. My phone chimed, and I looked at the screen. It was a text from Lukas.
"Gutten abend, liebe Rain. I hope everything is okay with you and Rolf. I really didn't mean to cause any trouble between you two."
"Yes, everything is okay, Lukas. Can you pick me up tomorrow?"
"Sure. Where are we going?"
I hesitated for a moment, and then typed, "To have myself checked."
"Did Rolf do something do to you?"
"No, of course not!. He is a very sweet person. I just--I need to go."
"What changed?"
"Did you fall out of love with this Rolf guy?"
It would have been easy to answer 'yes', but I didn't want to say more lies, so I typed, "No."
"So I was right. You're in love with him?"
"You're so annoying!"
"You love him, and even so you're leaving him," Lukas insisted.
I looked at the screen for a while.
"You know why. I can let him fall for me."
Another text chimed in.
"Does he know why you are leaving him?"
"No. He'll never know. It will kill him."
"You truly care about this guy."
"Yes, I will. That's why I have to leave before our relationship gets too serious, and he ends with a broken heart."
"I think it's too late for that. I saw the love in his eyes, and I think in yours too. I am not sure running away is a good idea. Are you sure this is what you want?"
"Yes. This is what I want. Are you going to help me or not?"
"You know I'll do. But if Rolf loves you like I think he does, he won't care."
"I know. That's why I have to leave. I can't drag Rolf into what is certain to be months of pain and misery. I can't."
"I think you're making a big mistake. I'll pick you up tomorrow, though. Just text me when you are ready."
I went back to Rolf's place and climbed into our bed. I was lucky he was a heavy sleeper. I wrapped my arms around him and let the tears stream until exhaustion finally won, and I fell asleep.
***
The next morning, Rolf woke up and got ready to drive to Seattle again. I couldn't help but think that this was going to be our last time together.
I was going to miss him.
Rolf opened his mouth a few times, testing the words before he spoke. "I-I'm sorry if you thought I was angry at you. I'm not. I had no right to act like I did."
I looked at him, a reassuring smile on my face
"We talked and sorted things out. We are good, Rolf."
He moved closer, his eyes roaming over my face as if he was seeing me for the first time, searching for something in my features.
"You have this light inside you like you've swallowed the sun or a whole star or something. You're so happy and alive. I became addicted to you."
I touched his face, a spark running through my body from the warmth of his skin as I cupped his jaw. "We're all alive. We all have light inside us. We're all living, breathing people who are lucky enough to be alive, right now, on this planet floating through space. Pretty amazing if you think about it."
He moved his head up and down. "You look at the world with a child's eyes. One of your many charms."
"Now you're sweet-talking me," I said, while I playfully punched his arm.
"I want to kiss you." His words, which tumbled in a low growl from his lips, stunned me. I could see by the way his eyes rounded that he'd surprised himself, as well.
"We have kissed. Many times. You never asked my permission before."
"I know, but somehow I felt I should ask today. Something feels different..."
"If he knew."
"Maybe, if I kissed him hard enough, I could chase away the sadness from his eyes. Perhaps I could remind him his life was still worth to be lived, even if I wasn't part of it anymore."
My arms came up to circle his shoulders, my fingers sliding into his hair as I tilted my head back, welcoming his mouth to mine. His lips were full and warm, and they slanted against mine.
His arms came around me, lifting me to the tips of my toes as he deepened the kiss, sliding his mouth across mine and drawing my tongue tentatively into a wanton dance with his. A small sound escaped me, like a contented sigh, and I felt his arms tighten around me, drawing me closer.
When the kiss broke, we remained close. I struggled to catch my breath.
The pulse in my throat still raced. I didn't think I'd ever been kissed in a way that left me slightly dizzy before.
At least our last kiss was a good one.
"I'll see you tonight, Rain," he said, closing the door behind him.
I just nodded and waved.
I stood there watching the door for a long time. Then, I dragged myself to the bedroom and packed my stuff. I didn't take much time. I always travel light. After all, I was the queen of moving.
I hated goodbyes, didn't see the point of them, since they only made people feel sad and reminded them of how finite everything in life was.
"Better to just leave," I told myself, "no sad, drawn-out goodbyes, leave while the memories are still good and ones to be cherished."
I'd never made a commitment really to anyone or anything, but I could feel myself getting close with Rolf, and it scared the life out of me.
I texted Lukas, and he was at the door quicker than expected. I climbed into his car and let out a long sigh. Hot tears of pain pricked up in my eyes.
"Are you sure about this, Rain?"
"Yes, it's for the best."
"You didn't tell him?" Lukas couldn't help the accusation in his voice. I didn't blame Lukas for confronting me, for making me answer questions I didn't want to answer.
"No," I said, keeping my voice as light as possible. "It's not something I share with people voluntarily. The only reason why you know is because I got sick while I was staying with you and your family, and you took me to a hospital before I woke up."
"Rolf looks like a great guy. I am sure he'll understand."
Tears escaped, flowing slowly and steadily for several minutes before giving way to huge, soul-wracking sobs.
"I've never seen you so happy, so in love--"
"I think you're overstating what's going on between Rolf and me," I interrupted him. "What we have isn't serious. We like each other, enjoy each other's company. That's it."
"Rain... You're lying to yourself."
"I won't tell Rolf I am sick," I blurted out. "There's no reason for him to know. There is no way I can heap my disaster on him, Lukas. I would appreciate it if you just drive away, okay?"
"Okay, but I think you're making a big mistake. Besides, we don't know for sure if you are sick again."
I just shrugged. Deep inside, I knew something wasn't right with me.
"I'm not running away," I told myself as we traversed the streets of Middletown. "I've left him a note. I'm simply moving on before things get too heavy."
I couldn't deal with the conversations in my own mind right now, much less explain to Rolf why things between us were over.
I tried to catch my breath, but my lungs wouldn't capture the air. There was a two-ton weight on my chest, threatening to crush me.
I was too tired to even try to get a grip on my emotions. Control was pointless. I gave in. The flood of tears flowed down my cheeks.
Lukas turned on the radio, which saved him from thinking of ways to make small talk as he drove away.
"Maybe birds got it right. Mate for one season, and move on," I muttered to myself.
It was raining outside and it was raining inside.
CHAPTER 9: ROLF
The streets of Seattle were still full of cars. Although the sun had already set, the streets were still bright with the combination of lights on in buildings, as well as vehicle and streetlights. Despite the bustle of activity, I was blind to everything happening around me as my thoughts went back to Rain.
Last night, I had let my anger get the best of me. Rain was one of those rare people who could truly have deep friendships with the opposite sex.
Even so, it was hard for me to comprehend how Rain had all of these "close friends" who happened to be male. I'd never had a platonic female friend that was equivalent to Rain's relationship with Lukas. Of course, I wasn't as social as Rain.
I felt intensely protective of her.
I twisted my mouth, recognizing my feelings for what they were, petty jealousy, as I drove through the busy streets of Seattle.
I had to tell Rain how I felt about her. How much she had changed my life from that very first moment I saw her dancing in the rain. How much I enjoyed being with her. How much I loved the way she laughed, even when I wasn't trying to be funny. How she... I don't know... restored my faith in humanity...? Was that too strong? I don't think so. Rain definitely restored my faith in life and love.
I knew I had found something real. She was the greatest thing that happened to me. My only concern was about the future.
I had to tell her I loved her and wanted a full relationship with her. A happy, healthy relationship hinges on good communication. I needed to address the elephant in the room.
My mother's sage advice about relationships came to my mind: "If you don't rock the boat by talking about the important things in your relationship, one day she may suddenly say, 'I'm out of here.' And it will hit you like a brickbat because you didn't see it coming."
I felt drained from the long day at the seminar, and the adrenaline leaving my body. I opened the front door, and walked into my house.
"Rain?" I said quietly.
The living room was dark. I stopped and listened, hoping for some clue as to where she was. Dead silence.
"Rain, where are you?" I called out. All the lights were out. I was disappointed that she didn't run to me and offered me her greeting of light kisses peppered all over my face that I so enjoyed.
I patted the wall for the light switch, and flipped it on. I'm not sure what I expected with the lights on, but nothing seemed different.
A knot formed in my stomach as I scanned the room.
Clenching my fists, I walked across the living room. All I heard was the beating of my own heart and the heaviness of my breath.
Maybe Rain was just asleep. And maybe this feeling in the pit of my stomach was my imagination.
"Please, just be asleep."
Something else didn't feel right. Goose bumps formed over my arms.
"There's something I need to tell you," I hollered.
"I love you," I screamed in my mind.
There was a note by the coffee pot. My heart sank.
I had always feared that at some point Rain was going to fly away looking for new adventures.
I felt my stomach knotting as I read what she wrote to me.
Dear Rolf,
I have to leave. I can't explain why, but it's nothing you did or didn't do. Nothing you are or aren't. This is about me, not you.
Please don't torment yourself trying to figure out what you did wrong, or what you could have done differently. I was immensely happy with you and I loved every minute we shared. I am attracted to the essence of a person, not his looks. Beauty is in the soul and you, my dear Rolf, have the most beautiful soul I've ever met.
No, there is not another man. I would never do that to you.
I have my reasons to leave the way I did. I know this will hurt. Please forgive me. But it would hurt more if I stay.
I know it doesn't look like it, but I do love you.
Please take care,
Rain
I just sat on the couch, numb and in shock, not knowing what to do next. I couldn't feel anything. I wrestled back and forth with myself.� � � � � � � � � � � � �
Why did it have to end? What went wrong? Was it because of our argument? I thought we were good. I thought we were moving toward something.
I needed to talk with Rain one last time and get closure. To know what went wrong and all that.
To do that, first I needed to find her. I knew exactly who could help me.
***
"Well, well, well, the prodigal son is back. Ready to get your ass kicked in Halo Infinite?" my friend, Daniel, greeted me as soon as he opened the door of his house.
"Hi Daniel, I didn't come to play Halo, sorry."
Daniel studied my face for a moment.
"Are you okay?" he asked pointedly.
"I've been better," I answered truthfully.
"Come on in. Take a seat. I'll make you a tea. What's wrong?" His face was etched with concern.
I hesitated, about how to bring up what happened with Rain.
"It's about Rain"
"The hippy chick that has been living at your place?"
"Yes, the one and only."
"Georgina loves her. Well, everyone loves her," he said, placing a cup of tea in front of me. "People have been wondering which is the deal with you two. There are all kinds of theories around."
"Are there?"
"Well, it's Middletown, man. Gossip is like a sport here. If you are looking for tips about how to close the deal with her, I am afraid I have none. Georgina chased me relentlessly 'til I said yes to her."
Daniel was married to a gorgeous gym teacher. If he had any hidden talent that made his wife fall for him, he had kept it a secret. He was as nerd as they come.
"Well, you can count yourself among the lucky ones, Daniel. Rain not only didn't chase after me, but she ran away."
"Aww, Rolf. I am sorry. What can do for you?"
"You can help me find her."
Daniel twisted his mouth, "Please don't tell me you're going to go all pathetic and beg her to come back, because that never works. I know it firsthand."
"Honestly, I would, if I knew it would make her come back. But Rain is not like that," I took a sip of my tea.
"What did she say when she left?"
"Nothing. She moved out while I was in a seminar in Seattle. She left me a note."
I handed Rain's note to Daniel. He adjusted the glasses on his nose and read it slowly.
"I've been subjected to some lame breakup excuses, but this is a good one. She is not blaming you for anything you did. That must be a relief. It seems she had her own reasons for leaving, and they had nothing to do with you."
"Which is exactly what you would say if you want to break up with someone without hurting his feelings."
Daniel nodded, and rubbed his chin. "I can see your point, Rolf."
"That's why I need to talk with her and know her real reasons. Right now it's a nightmare up here," I pointed at my temple. "Nothing is worse than not getting closure. I can't move on when I feel like I don't know the real reason why things didn't work out."
Daniel nodded. "I think I can help you. Deputy Nick and I are good friends. His wife Lizzie works for the FBI. I am sure they can find her. Which is her name?"
"Rain."
"And her last name?"
"Shit. I never asked her. She was always Rain for me."
"I don't want to scare you, Rolf, but Rain sounds like a made-up name."
I ran my hand through my hair in despair.
"You're right. I'm an idiot. I never thought about asking her."
"Being in love makes you stupid. I am the living proof of that. Is there any information you can give me about her to narrow the search? Family? Friends?"
"She was an orphan and grew up in foster homes. The only friend of hers I knew, was an Austrian guy named Lukas. He was in town with her yesterday." I shivered at the images playing in my head.
Daniel nodded and took notes. "I heard the rumors about it from Georgina. Look, it doesn't look good, Rolf. Made-up name.... Being mysterious about her past... Never staying much in one place..."
I knew where Daniel was heading. "Rain is not a criminal running from the law, Daniel."
"It doesn't hurt to check, anyway. Do you have any pictures of her?"
I went through my phone's gallery and found a couple of good ones. She was smiling at the camera. I showed them to Daniel and he nodded.
"That helps. Send them to my WhatsApp. I'll have Nick run a check on them."
"Give me her phone number, too. I'll check on whose name her phone number is registered to."
"Thank you, Dan. I owe you one."
"I'll put it on your tab, Rolf. You okay?"
"Yeah, I'm fine," I hedged. "Or as fine as I can be, considering."
He nodded and patted my shoulder.
Life wasn't all sunshine and rainbows. Life sucked. Sometimes, for some people, life sucked in the worst possible way.
Rain obviously hadn't learned that yet. Or had she?
I pondered the flickering shadows I had glimpsed in her eyes. She hid them well, quelled them quickly, but I'd seen them when we talked about family, when someone mentioned her short hair, which I didn't truly understand. Rain did not seem to be a girl overly caught up in her appearance or attached to her hair.
In fact, there were never any hints that she was running from something, or that she was scared of something from her past. But she was. It was clear to me now.
I had a sense that whatever she was running from wasn't very far behind her.
CHAPTER 10: RAIN
The expression on Doctor Jackson Brown's face said it all. Now I was certain cancer had forced its way back into my life.
I sat back against the chair in his office, nervously touching my hair. I rubbed my nose, inhaling the scent of Rolf's shampoo. I missed him. Wish he was here.
"I'm sorry, Lorraine." His voice was low. I heard him take a deep breath as if he were struggling with what to say next. "Your lab work came back, Lorraine." Doctor Brown's eyes fixed on me then shifted to Lukas. "The white blood cell count is twenty-two thousand."
Yep, my real name is Lorraine Williams. I always hated it.
"Please doctor, you know I prefer to be called Rain.
"I knew it! I knew it! Shit! My cancer is back!"
I can't breathe. My chest stills, and I feel like I'm going to pass out.
I reached for the box of tissues on the end table and blew my nose. I stared blankly at my feet. Almost two years. That's it. Nineteen measly months and twenty-nine fucking days of remission, and now it was back.
Doctor Brown was a lovely man, but he pulled no punches. After finishing eleven grueling months of treatment, he told me my cancer would probably come back.
I was hoping he would be wrong, but that hope was already shattered.
Somehow, even though the recurrence wasn't anything I wasn't expecting, it was still as jarring as the first time around. After everything that I went through, I had earned these months of normalcy. A time to build my body back up, to feel a sense of what my life was like before. Because I loved my life before. I still love my life now, it's just... different.
I wasn't sure if my body could handle another set of rounds of chemo. Could I mentally withstand the emotional turmoil that goes with it... again?
What seemed like hours passed before anyone spoke.
"What options do we have this time?" Lukas asked, his voice cracking.
That's when the room came sharply back into focus.
I lifted my eyes to Dr. Brown. His gaze drifted to his desk. He removed his glasses and laid them on top of my file.
"Leukemia has come back and we need to treat you aggressively this time, more aggressively than we had before. Your best chance is a bone marrow transplant, you're still on the transplant list, waiting for a match. In the meantime, we'll use chemo."
Lukas' family was quite well off, and they'd spent thousands on treatments for me, even traveling the world searching for a compatible bone marrow donor to no avail.
I nodded, not knowing what to say. The lump in my throat made it hard to breathe. I'd heard this spiel before, but it didn't get any easier. Sitting up higher in my seat, I put on my brave face.



Lukas discussed my options with Doctor Brown. I'd tried to take in all the information, but my mind kept hanging up on keywords and phrases.
The doctor and Lukas were going on about drug trials
I had a sixty-five percent chance of surviving. Lukas had released a huge sigh of relief when the doctor shared that bit of information. I had forced myself to smile while wondering about the other thirty-five percent. Had those women been grateful to hear the odds too, not knowing at the time they stood on the wrong side of the statistic?
My hair has finally grown back and hung almost to my shoulders. I didn't want to wake up every morning to chunks of it on my pillow. What good is clean hair when it's clogging the drain in the shower? Soon it will be gone. Every... last... strand.
"When do I start treatment?" I asked, tucking my hair behind my ears. My focus stayed on Doctor Brown. If I so much as glanced over at Lukas, I'd break down. And I couldn't do that.
"Monday."
I closed my eyes and fought the oncoming tears. Feeling sorry for myself wasn't an option. Yeah, I had cancer, nothing I could do about it besides accept the fact.
But that nagging voice in the back of my head kept pushing. I felt fine. Maybe there was a mix-up at the lab. Could the numbers be wrong? Why me? Why again? How could I feel so good, but have cancer ravaging my body?
I swiped the tears from my cheeks. I'd just started to have a life. And now, I was back to being an outcast. Life sucked.
Lukas took me out for dinner. He sat quietly and reserved. His eyes were puffy and red. He didn't throw any chairs at Doctor Brown's office this time, a good sign that he was taking this lapse better than the last one. I hated the stress my disease caused. I tried so hard to be strong, to be positive. But it was too much, and I was tired of fighting.
Neither of us ate much. Our appetites had disappeared with the test results
"So what about this guy, Rolf?"
"What about him?"
"You just disappeared on him. If the guy cares for you as I think he does, he won't let it go."
"The last thing I need is Rolf feeling sorry for me and staying with me out of pity," I let out a long exasperated sigh. "I can't deal with this right now, Lukas. Don't you think I have already too much on my plate?"
He nodded. "Sorry."
The mental image of Rolf, sitting alone in the living room, reading my note, made my heart shrink.
Not that I was seriously considering a future with him. What future can you offer when you're not certain you actually have one? Better cry now for a girl who left him, than cry later for a girl who died of cancer.
"No, I am not giving up," I said to myself.
Lukas drove me in silence to an apartment he'd rented for me, which suited me well.
When I left the center the first time I was here, I told myself, "It's not fair. I don't want to stop living my life that way I want to. I won't let cancer steal my joy. I plan to keep enjoying every second of my life."
I knew that it was a temporary state, but that almost made it more beautiful. I slurped up every second of it.
Now that the time was over, I wanted more. I still had so many things to do, so many places to visit.
***
The weekend moved slower than a funeral procession, sorry, bad joke.
I let Lukas take me out to a restaurant again. I'd be puking my guts out soon enough, so I figured I might as well enjoy as many good meals as I could.
Soon, I'd be back to being 'the bald girl with cancer.' I hated it.
On Monday, Lukas drove me to the center and told me that he was planning to fly back to Austria the next day.
I completely understood. He had a family, a business, and responsibilities. He had been already kind enough with me. I couldn't ask for more.
"Hi, Rain, I am Julia," the nurse said, as I walked into the hospital room Monday morning. I was on a first-name basis with all the nurses and staff members on the floor. They still remembered me. I am pretty sure Lukas tipped all of them.
"I remember you. You have two kids, and your husband is a firefighter, right?"
"Yes, that's me. I hoped I'd never see you in here again, darling."
"That makes two of us." I sat down on the reclining bed.
I squeezed my eyes closed, as Julia rubbed alcohol on my hand before inserting the IV. Watching made my stomach crawl. Feeling the needle go in felt bad enough, seeing it just reminded me how real it all was. The central line, my first of many visual reminders, would soon be attached to my chest.
In my mind, I was back in Middletown. Everything was more vibrant, more beautiful. All of the colors so magnificently blended together, yet still their own hues and shades.
"All done," Julia announced, bringing me back to reality. "Doctor Brown will be here in a few minutes. I'm sure you don't, but I have to ask, do you have any questions?"
I shook my head. I had no questions. I could probably write a textbook of procedures by now.
Julia sat down on the bed next to me and ran her fingers through my hair. "Your hair is beautiful, Rain. I really like this cut on you."
"Thank you."
Last time, when my hair started falling out, Julia sat with me, holding my hand as I cried. I knew it was just hair, but it was my hair. Soon, I'd look like Professor X.
I tried a wig once. Once was enough. It itched.
The annoying part of being bald wasn't the stares or the whispers, or even the silence. It was the people that felt sorry for me. I didn't want them to pity me. I was a warrior.
I'd beaten cancer once, and I could do it again, at least, that's what I told myself.
Doctor Brown walked in and gave us a slight grin. He held my chart in his hands, but he didn't look at it. He probably had it memorized. Julia stood next to him.
"Hey, Rain," he said, flipping on the overhead lights. "So, are you ready?"
"As ready as I'll ever be, I guess."
Who was ever ready to be sliced open and have tubes put inside their veins?
Julia patted my shoulder. "You're my hero," she whispered.
I slipped my right arm out of my bra strap and tank-top sleeve. The procedure happened while I was conscious, but I really wished they'd knock me out. Because of the local anesthetic, I didn't feel pain. I felt the tugging, though. Oh, and I could hear the little tools and the clanking on the metal tray. Those sounds alone were enough to make me nauseous.
Julia smoothed the skin on the right side of my chest with an alcohol wipe. The scent of rubbing alcohol would forever be burned in my nostrils.
"You're going to feel some stinging," Doctor Brown said. Stinging? I didn't think stabbing someone with large needles multiple times in the chest qualified as 'stinging.' I took a deep breath.
Julia held my hand, and I squeezed it harder each time the local anesthetic pricked me. Tears formed behind my lids, but I fought them back. I could be strong. This was nothing.
When Doctor Brown finished, the bed started moving. My head slowly sank down as my feet began to rise. Next to me, Julia never let go of my hand. Her soft expression gave me strength. I balled my other hand into a fist as hard as I could, then slowly let my fingers fan out. I concentrated on breathing steadily. My eyes stayed closed.
Doctor Brown started working. I knew exactly what he was doing. First, he'd insert the needle into a vein in my chest. Then, with Julia's help, he'd put a guidewire into the vein. Next, he'd cut one small slit in my chest and another in my neck. That part I didn't mind. I felt nothing when they cut me. It was the next part that I dreaded.
Julia grabbed the small white garbage can and held it up to my mouth, just in case.
Doctor Brown slid the central line in the lower cut on my chest and came out at the slit in my neck. I felt the pressure it caused. My stomach started to churn, and my mouth exploded with saliva. I tried to hold back. Really, I did. But I couldn't help it.
"Go ahead, Rain," the good doctor assured me. I puked in the basket.
Julia wiped my mouth with a wet paper towel she'd grabbed before she sat down. She swiped my hair back and sighed. I nodded to her. The rest of the procedure happened quickly. I didn't open my eyes until the stitches around the new cuts had been put in place. Already, the central line felt weird, but I knew it would become just another appendage once I got used to it.
"All done," Doctor Brown informed me, as Julia straightened out the bed. "Can you sit up?"
Julia, still holding my hand, helped me up. I felt dizzy and light-headed. The room began to spin. I shook my head, and Julia guided me back down. Feeling the burn rise in my throat, I squeezed Julia's hand twice, our code. I hope she remembered it.
It was the price you paid for having the hospital nurses as your best friends. As soon as I rolled to the side, Julia had the wastepaper basket ready. The worst part wasn't the upchuck, actually; it was the lingering bile aftertaste.
I released my grip on Julia's hand and swung both of my arms over my eyes. Inhaling deeply, I let the air out in a small stream. I just needed a minute. The first time, Doctor Brown had shown me a video of the procedure, I panicked. I'd almost run from his office screaming. And I would have... if I hadn't passed out first. When I came to, the central line had already been placed.
All things considered, I aced it this time. I touched my new appendage involuntarily. I knew what it felt like, but my hand went to it anyway. Feeling it there, protruding from my chest like a lamp cord, made everything more real. Until now, it hadn't been hard to convince myself that the last few days were just a dream.
In a dream, you can pinch yourself and wake up. Now that I had needles and wires pushed through me, I couldn't pretend anymore. This was real.
"Are you ready to head down to X-ray?" Doctor Brown asked. I sighed, and let Julia help me up. She had a wheelchair ready.
I hated being pushed all over the hospital, but honestly, I was in no condition to be walking. I sat down like a good patient and allowed the nurse to wheel me down to the second floor where the technicians would X-ray my new decoration, making sure of its correct position. I did not doubt of its perfect placement, though. Doctor Brown was one of the best oncologists in the nation.
After confirming the line's faultless position, Julia taped it down. She wheeled me into another small room with a couple of reclining chairs, a bed, and a sixty-inch TV hanging on the wall. I moved myself to one of the leather recliners and got comfortable.
Julia attached the chemo drip to my newly placed central line. "Apple juice or orange juice?"
"Orange."
"You need to drink it all, Rain," Julia warned. "I know you. No one else is here today for you to give it to, and I hate cleaning out wastebaskets filled with juice."
I rolled my eyes. "Fine. I'll drink it."
"I'm bringing you some crackers, too."
She walked out the door before I could argue.
I was thankful to Julia for offering crackers. I hated inconveniencing her.
"Thanks, Julia," I said, looking up.
She smiled at me and left.
I didn't want to be here. Yes, this really sucked.
Sudden despair filled me and I began to cry in great, agonized sobs, my arms wrapped around myself. But then rage turned inwards and I began to hit myself, hating my own body for betraying me. 'Why me?' I cried out. 'Why me? What have I done?' I would have liked someone to talk to, then, a shoulder to cry on.
I missed Rolf. I missed his arms around me, his warmth beside me in bed, his kisses, his touch, and his comforting words. I missed him and I needed him. I was such an idiot walking out from him as I did.
The sound of the door brought me back from Despairworld. I didn't want anyone feeling sorry for me, but I guess what I was doing was even worse: I was feeling sorry for myself.
I quickly rubbed away the tears and then I saw him.
"Rain?"
My heart had never technically stopped before that I knew of but at the sight of him, I wondered if it just had.
It was like one of those movies where the woman dies, and the super-hot guy started performing CPR. Then, her heart suddenly began to beat, her eyes flew open, and the first thing she saw was the man of her dreams giving her mouth to mouth.
"Rolf..."
He was like a ray of sunshine on a dark stormy day.
CHAPTER 11: ROLF
"This is not good news, right?" I asked Daniel, watching the expression on his face.
Daniel had texted me Saturday night, he just said had news for me. He didn't even specify if it was good or bad. That made me so nervous.
"I am not sure what kind of news is," Daniel said cautiously. "We couldn't find anything about Rain. Sorry. Too little information to work with. We are not even sure if Rain is her real name. No credit cards. Her phone number is linked to an Austrian company."
I sighed, "Yeah, I supposed so."
Daniel bit his lower lip. "Not much we could do without her real name. Sorry."
"What kind of idiot let a complete stranger into his life and falls in love with her after a chance meeting?"
I looked at Daniel in search of answers. "We all fall in love with people who are basically total strangers. I met my wife in a disco. The most unlikely place to find the love of your life. I took a chance to talk to her, and she chased me because she thought I was worth the risk. Once you fall in love with someone, you don't just stop."
I nodded. I had heard the story before.
"I took my chances dating Georgina. I could have ended up badly hurt. I mean, she is seriously hot, and I am just... me. Somehow we made it work. We are happy. All I can say is that if you find love, hold on to it, don't let it go. Don't let a great love pass you by."
I took my time to let Daniel's words sink in. I had no idea he had become so wise about feelings. I suppose being married does that to you.
"We did find something about this Lukas guy," he said.
I raised my head with interest.
"His name is Lukas Gruber. Austrian. Married. No kids. He has a Facebook page. His family is loaded. He is worth millions. Euros not dollars. We were able to track him down through his car's plates. He rented his car in Seattle. Rain's phone is registered to a company owned by his family."
"Rain didn't look like a materialistic kind of girl, one who needs the latest purse or a wardrobe full of designer outfits. The girl travels with a backpack, for Pete's sake! Which is her relationship with him?"
"I honestly don't know. All I can tell you is that he was the one who drove Rain out of Middletown. He came to pick her up at your place after you left. Nick caught them in a traffic camera."
My heart was pounding in my chest. Nothing made sense to me anymore.
Was I such a fool?
"Do you think they are having an affair?"
Daniel raised his eyebrows. "Again, I don't know. You know Rain better than me. Considering all the good things Georgina says about her, I would say no, but only you can answer that."
The scene of Lukas and Rain dancing in my living room caught a new meaning now. However, I couldn't reconcile the thought that Rain was sleeping with this guy (technically I couldn't call it cheating because I had no idea what kind of relationship we were in), with everything I knew about her.
Was everything an act? Could she have been pretending the whole time? Was she an actress, like no other actress I ever saw? Was it all a lie?
No, I refused to think so.
Rain wasn't sneaky or underhanded. She definitely wasn't the kind of person who would hurt someone on purpose. That explanation she gave me made sense to me once I cooled down.
If she had been pretending the whole time, I had to ask myself what for? What did she get from it?
Yeah, she got a place to live for a couple of months, and some pocket money. But she cooked for me and kept my place cleaner than ever. We also made love almost every day, some days more than once. Could she fake the way she trembled when I pulled her into my arms and kissed her? Could she fake the frantic beating of her heart when we reached orgasm together?
There was so much to contemplate, so much to roll around in my head, that I didn't know where to begin.
"Thank you, Daniel, you gave me a lot to think about."
"I am sorry I couldn't be more helpful. We'll keep looking in case something comes up."
I just nodded and left his place.
***
That night, I was at home trying to cook something for myself when my cell phone rang. I sighed at the unknown number. I had to answer them because it could be a client.
A voice I remembered too well greeted me.
"Hello, Rolf? It's Lukas. Listen..."
The nerve of that man! I didn't let him finish and immediately let him have it.
"You! You had to take her away from me, right, you narcissistic prick? It wasn't enough you danced with MY girl in MY house, you really had to steal her from me..."
"Rolf, wait, this is not what you think it is..."
"It never is, isn't it? Stop making excuses! Did you call to gloat, the best man won and all that crap?"
"Would you shut up for a second a let me talk? Rain loves you, not me. Besides, I am married."
"So you're married, but still you have Rain. Is she your mistress... your lover? What kind of sick game are you two playing...?"
"Shut up! I am faithful to my wife. Rain is a friend, JUST a friend. She was the one who asked me to drive her away from Middletown... away from you because she was scared..."
"Scared? Of me? I was upset when I saw you two dancing, but I would have never laid a finger on her... We talked and I thought we had sorted things out. That's the reason why she left? Because she was afraid I'd do something to her?"
I could hear Lukas growling at the other end of the line. "You're so frustrating, Could you stop talking nonsense for a minute and listen?"
I took a deep breath to calm myself down and said, "I am listening."
"Rain loves you... And I think you love her, too. The reason she left... I am sorry, this is very upsetting news..." he took a deep breath. "I think you have the right to know... I think it was wrong leaving you the way she did... The things is... Rain has cancer."
"What?" The pieces started falling into place somewhere in my mind. I sat down, trying to take it all in. "Did you say cancer? Rain has cancer?"
I was shocked. My mind went blank. I only remember thinking, why didn't I know about it? Rain was my friend, my lover. I should've known first. Did Rain not consider me a friend enough to tell me about her condition? I was stunned. Was Rain dying? God! I was overwhelmed by so many questions at the same time.
"I thought you deserved to know the truth," Lukas said, on the other side of the line.
"I don't understand."
Stupid words. I knew what Lukas had said, but Rain was young, healthy. It didn't make any sense.
"I am sorry, man."
I struggled to take a breath and fought down a wave of nausea.
"Thank you for telling me, Lukas. You did the right thing. So how is she?"
"She has cancer, stupid, how do you think she is?"
"Rain starts chemotherapy on Monday. She is not in a good place now. She needs you, even when she is too stubborn to ask for your help. I am here with her, but I can't stay long. I have a business and a family... I would if she was alone, but I am positive she'd rather have you at her side than me."
"I want to be there for her, Lukas. I love Rain with all my heart. Send me the address of where she is staying. I'll be there as soon as I can."
I could hear Lukas sigh of relief through the line.
"I knew you would. I'll text you the details. Don't worry about the money, my family is taking care of everything. She needs you for emotional support."
"Rain asked for me?"
"Not with some many words."



"What if I show up there and she sends me away?"
"She won't. Trust me. I know Rain. She'll be glad to see you there. She requires all the support she can get. She has a hell of a fight ahead of her."
"I'll do my best."
"Thank you, Rolf, you're a good guy. You must be if Rain fell for you."
I shook my head. "Thank you, Lukas, for being such a good friend to her. Please accept my apologies for overreacting earlier."
"It's okay, man. I understand more than you know. Rain has that effect on people. She just gets under your skin."
As soon as the call ended, tears that I'd fought for days now overflowed. I just cried and cried and cried.
Rain's all alone, and she needed me. All I wanted was for Rain to be back in my arms.
Had I found Rain only to lose her?
CHAPTER 12: RAIN
It was Rolf's voice. I didn't realize I needed to hear his voice so badly.
"Rolf! OMG, it's you! It's really you! How did you know...?"
"Lukas told me about your condition," he interrupted. "Please don't be mad at him. He meant well."
I wasn't mad at Lukas. I was mad at myself for being a coward and not telling Rolf the truth.
"I-I'm sorry... I know I shouldn't have left as I did. I was thinking about you and how unfair it was for you... and I... ran away. It was a shitty thing to do."
Rolf came to my side and squeezed my hand. "It's okay. Everything is going to be okay. The past is in the past. I am here with you now."
"How long are you planning on staying here?"
"For as long as it takes."
I couldn't hold it any longer and all the fear, all the frustration, all the turmoil I had lived through the past days finally caught up with me and I lost it. I was too tired to even try to get a grip on my emotions.
There was no stopping the inevitable. Tears escaped, flowing slowly and steadily for several minutes before giving way to huge, soul-wracking sobs.
Rolf stood there, holding my hand and rubbing my neck with his other hand.
He didn't say anything. Just sat down and held my hand.
He stayed in the chemo room along with me. It was a blessing having him here. His eyes kept darting to the chemo drip hanging from the IV pole beside me.
I wondered what was going through his mind.
Was it too much to hope that maybe, just maybe, he could look past cancer and see me?
"Does it hurt?" he asked, pointing at the IV with his chin.
"Not really. I feel a slight burning as the chemo drugs enter my veins. The after-effects are the problem."
He just nodded, concerned.
"Lukas rented an apartment for me to stay."
"He cares about you an awful lot."
"He does. Lukas is a good friend, Rolf. Just a friend, nothing else. He is happily married."
"I know. He told me when he called me to inform me what was going on with you." He held my hand to his cheek and kissed it. "Why did you have to leave like that? Why didn't you tell me you had cancer? Why didn't you trust me?"
His expression told me everything I needed to know. How much he loved me. How much he had missed me.
"I thought it would be easier for you that way. It wasn't a matter of trust, I was also in denial. I just wanted a normal life."
Rolf nodded slowly. I gave him a moment to let my explanation sink in.
When he spoke, I could feel the anguish in his voice. "Do you have any idea what went through my mind when you just vanished?"
"Knowing the reason why we didn't have a future was going to hurt you more. It made sense in my mind, at that moment."
"Why did you tell Lukas and not me?"
"Because Lukas already knew. This isn't the first time. When they discovered I had leukemia, I was staying with him and his family. They took care of me till I was cancer-free. Lukas has been checking on me since then."
"How long have you had it?"
"I was diagnosed around one year ago. I had chemo for almost six months, and I went into remission, so my white cell count was back to normal. Sadly, now it's back."
I should have told him. He should have found out from me.
"How can you be so calm?" he asked, confused.
"I am calm because I accept what it is. At least, most of the time," I gave him a tired smile. "I've tried crying, screaming, throwing things, avoiding people. It is what it is. I didn't choose to have cancer, but it happened. Then, I decided to live my life to the fullest. Time is a rare commodity, I want to enjoy every single second of it."
"When I come to die I don't want to discover that I haven't lived," Rolf said, quoting Thoreau. He didn't cease to amaze me.
"I'm so sorry I didn't tell you, myself!"
"It's okay. I kind of understand your reasons for not telling me."
Rolf and I held no more secrets from each other. A thousand pounds had been lifted from my shoulders.
All I wanted--no--all I needed was to be secure in his arms. I needed him to wash away my fear, and tell me everything would be okay.
"Are you afraid, Rain?"
No one had ever asked me that before. Not ever. I looked at him to check he was not asking out of politeness, but he returned a steady gaze. So I told him how I truly felt.
"It comes and goes. People think if you're sick, you become fearless and brave, but you don't. Most of the time, it's like being stalked by a psycho like I might get shot any second. But sometimes, I forget for hours."
"What things make you forget?"
"Talking with people. Doing crazy stuff. When we were exploring the woods, or fooling around at the lake, I used to forget for a whole day. Sex helps me a lot, too." I winked at him.
He gave me a sad smile in return.
There was a silence then.
"My turn. Why are you here?" I asked Rolf.
"Well, before knowing you had cancer, I wanted to find you to get closure. Now things have changed, haven't they?"
"Oh, no, no, no. Don't go there."
"I don't want your pity, Rolf."
His cheeks colored a deep red.
"It's not pity, you idiot. Can't you see that I'm here because I love you?"
I swallowed. "You do?"
"I love you with every fiber of my being, Rain. It's just the way it is. Even when I wanted to hate you for leaving me, I couldn't stop loving you."
I smiled at him and suddenly everything felt alright, the touch of his hand on my cheek felt like it was all natural to me.
Of course, I already knew that Rolf loved me; though It felt good to hear him say the words. It felt really good. I had been living in denial about the depth of my feelings for him. The same thing that I had done with my cancer.
"I have loved you since that day we danced in the rain."
"I thought I might have freaked you out."
Rolf shook his head. "Just the opposite."
"You're sweet-talking me now."
"Well, maybe you scared me a little, but in a good way," he giggled.
"Is there a good way to scare someone?" I looked at him curiously.
"Well, at that moment, I wanted to kiss you badly, but I was scared you wouldn't kiss me back, or worse, that you would slap me."
"I wouldn't have slapped you. I wanted to kiss you, too."
Slowly he moved his head towards mine, removed his fingers from mine to cradle my face in his hands as gently as he could, and brushed his lips on mine.
I increased the pressure until we were no longer just touching lips.
It was a long, loving kiss. He finally pulled out, and I said, "I'm not going to break if you give me a proper kiss, Rolf."
"I got scared when I came back home and didn't find you."
"I feel I can't apologize enough for not trusting you. I am so happy you are here. I don't know how I am going to get through this alone."
"I wouldn't want to be anyplace else right now. I am going to stay with you for as long as you need me. You know I work mainly from home, so there is no problem."
"You mean it?"
"I do. But you've got to get better. You're young, strong. We're going to get through this, I promise. Cancer can be beaten. We'll do it together."
I squeezed his hand. The only noise in the room was my quiet sniffles. He ran his fingers through my short hair in silence.
I finally sobbed my nose and said, "I'll do my best. I'll give the fight of my lifetime. I promise."
CHAPTER 13: ROLF
Talking about cancer is scary, and usually not something people are comfortable with. Many people avoid the topic whenever they can.
My first reaction when Lukas told me Rain had cancer, was shock. I felt at a loss for words. My world was flipped upside down. Nothing seemed to matter anymore.
I quickly set my things in order and left Middletown without knowing when I was going to come back. I didn't tell anyone about Rain's cancer. I knew she would have wanted it that way. I simply told people I was going to look for her.
Before flying to be with Rain, I had read every single article about helping someone with cancer on the internet.
There was a lot of obvious suggestions like listening more than talking, avoid crying in your friend's presence, and avoid pitying looks or behaviors. I shouldn't offer empty words of comfort like 'you're lucky it's X cancer instead of Y cancer,' 'it's God will,' or 'everything is going to be okay.'
A helpful recommendation was that every cancer patient was different, and they needed or wanted support in many ways. The best way to help was to ask Rain if there were things I could do to help her.
I had keep things normal. Don't skirt around the issue, but don't let cancer to be THE issue.
It was important to make sure I was in a place of peace before the visit. I thought long and hard about all my feelings for Rain, during my flight to Phoenix.
I was going to make sure Rain knew that I loved her no matter what.
I wasn't going to bail on her, even if she didn't love me back. Whatever time Rain had left, I wanted to share it with her.
She was my friend and she had done a lot for me. She was probably scared and needed support. I was going to be at her side no matter what. I knew it was going to be painful watching her going through her treatment. I had to be strong for her.
If we were to have any hope of defeating Rain's cancer, we had to stay positive.
Plenty of people have beaten cancer. I knew Rain would fight. I knew she wasn't ready to die, and I wasn't ready to lose her.
***
Very soon, Rain and I set into a pattern with chemotherapy sessions. I would drive Rain to the hospital stayed with her, sitting in the chair beside her, my laptop open as I worked whilst the drugs traveled into her body.
Rain would open her survival bag: an aromatherapy-oil roller to dab onto her right wrist -- a great antidote to the clinical smell of the ward -- and her phone and headphones to get into her own world. She told me meditating helped her, so I usually get some work done, unless she was in a talking mood, and she sat for the whole round telling me things she said I needed to know.
On her chemo day, Rain ate lightly, so I carried a bag with crackers, oatmeal, plain yogurt, and cold drinks such as iced tea, or orange juice.
After chemo, I would drive her back to the apartment Lukas had rented for us and helped her to bed. I offered Lukas to pay some rent, but he absolutely refused to take my money.
"I should be paying you for being there for Rain."
"Lukas, I am here because I love Rain."
"I know. You have my absolute respect for what you're doing. Listen, Rolf, anything you need, anything at all, I am just a call away. When this is over, we'll talk about hiring you for our family business. We need a new webpage and someone to manage it."
Lukas was a stand-up guy. To think I wanted to punch him in the face not long ago.
Slowly, over time, Rain fell into a routine. For the first few days following a chemotherapy session, she was ill. Then slowly, she began to feel better, and by the time the next session came around a week later, she was almost back to feeling her normal self, only for it to start all over again.
If Rain felt fine, she wanted to cook dinner for us. Usually, she had no appetite so I cooked just for myself.
She had lost all her hair again, but she refused to wear a wig because she believed, in her heart and in her soul, that she would have hair again.
"How many treatments are left?"
"I've got seven at the moment and then a break. I'm into my fourth, so only three left!" She tried to keep her voice light and optimistic, but knew she failed. There was hardly a way to say she was having lifesaving treatment, having poison pumped through her veins every week, and sound upbeat.
"You need a bone marrow transplant."
"I know. Trust me. The big question is whether they'll ever find the right donor," said Rain, exhaling a long sigh. "We couldn't find one so far."
I had read some facts about bone marrow transplant (BMT) on the internet. How you come out of the BMT depends on the skill of the transplant medical team, your attitude, and a good match for bone marrow.
We were in one of the top national centers for BMT, and Doctor Brown was leading a great team. So we had the first base covered.
Rain had some weak moments during her treatment. There were many nights when she cried herself to sleep while I held her in my arms. But she never gave up. She never lost hope. She was a true fighter. All her energy was focused on beating her cancer. So we had second base covered, too.
Third base, however, was a very difficult one to cover.
Seventy percent of the people who need a bone marrow transplant can't find a donor whose bone marrow is a good match. Imagine being in that situation. The doctors know that they can save your life, but they can't find the bone marrow to save it with. The closer the donor is to an exact copy of you, the greater the chances that the new bone marrow and your body will be able to live with one another.
Rain didn't have any close relatives or siblings. Finding a marrow match was going to be very very very hard. Almost impossible.
"Test me. I'll do it," I said to Doctor Brown. Sadly, I wasn't a match.
Fate was pounding at Rain's door. It was loud, impatient, and pounding mercilessly on a door she had kept locked for a year. It was time to let fate know he wasn't welcomed and fight back. I needed more people in our corner. People with huge hearts, willing to fight with us.
Luckily for us, I knew exactly where to find them.
There was one person I knew who would be able to reach Middletown's heart. I took my phone out and made the call.
"Hello, Grace? It's Rolf... Yes, I am calling you precisely about her. Yes, I found her. No, sadly she is not well. Listen, I need your help."
CHAPTER 14: RAIN
I rubbed rouge onto my cheeks, considered my reflection in the mirror, and frowned. I was pale and thin, and my eyes, which I used to think were too big for my face anyhow, were now massive, with pale, purple shadows underneath.
I looked sick, but there was not a lot I could do about that. I was sick.
I had one more treatment left, one more session of having the horrible, cold poison pumped through my veins. One more round of the vomiting, the shaking, the nausea, the tiredness, and then I was done with chemotherapy and could start living whatever time I had left again.
How we choose to react in a crisis is referred to as 'fight or flight'. Stand your ground, or run to the hills. After the initial shock, I made up my mind I was up for the fight.
However, not every day was positive. Far from it. There were days when I seemed very lost in a long, dark tunnel, with nothing but a dim, barely-flickering light ahead. I had two choices: dive under the duvet, carry on crying and feel helpless; or get back and fight each time I got knocked down. A couple of times I chose the former. Mostly, I picked the latter.
I held on to that light, I trusted that it would eventually burn brighter and that I'd be out of the tunnel.
Rolf was generous in his offer of help. He fought at my side, but he wasn't sitting where I was. This was my fight and no one, not even him, could have it for me.
My weight dropped, and my face grew thinner and paler. Then my eyelashes and my eyebrows fell out, too, and I felt bare, exposed, and sick whenever I looked at myself in the mirror.
It is said that Winston Churchill remarked during the Battle of Dunkirk, 'If you're going through hell, keep going.'
This was my war on cancer. I couldn't go back, and there was no escape. I had to keep going.
Another mantra that helped me was Abraham Lincoln's 'One day at a time.' On bleak days, I'd remind myself not to look back, as there was no point. I wasn't going to look too far ahead and think that the worst was going to happen.
Instead, I just dealt with the here and now. Just get through today. Then try again tomorrow.
When I was made aware that BMT was the only chance I had to defeat cancer, I felt hurt confused, depressed, and helpless. I never knew my biological parents; I was all alone in the world with no blood family.
It wasn't long before I realized that these emotions were like highly contagious germs. They not only infected me, but also infected Rolf, the nurses, the doctor, and all of those who cared about me.
After my first chemo, I left the hospital, with a bag of anti-sickness drugs, I was handed a pack of retractable needles and a sharps bin. Following chemotherapy, I would need to inject myself daily with medication to boost my white blood cell count, which would have been impacted by chemo.
When I got to the apartment, I retreated to the bedroom and locked the door. I pinched my thigh skin, as instructed, injected, and quickly popped a chocolate mint in my mouth to confuse my senses, while I put the used needle in the yellow sharps box, hidden in my wardrobe. Julia, the nurse, called the next day to make sure I was okay, which I was, though I never got used to it.
I was feeling down and extremely blue.
Rolf sensed when I wasn't feeling well. He sat at my side, put an arm around me, kissed me temple and asked, "Do you want to talk about what's troubling you?"
I sighed.
"I can't stop asking myself why? What terrible thing could I have possibly done to deserve this karmic payback?"
"I don't have an answer for that. You know I'm not a religious person. Bad things happen to good people, good things happen to bad people, and sometimes it's just no one's fault. Instead of asking yourself why, focus on what you can do to get well."
Rolf closed his arms around me, and I buried my face in his chest.
"I am so afraid," I whispered.
"Do you know what I see when I look at you?"
"A bald cancer patient?" I said trying to make a joke.
"No, silly girl. When I look at you, I see a brave woman fighting for her life. Someone taking control of her destiny and ready to kick cancer's ass. You can beat this. We can beat this."
"I feel like my world is unraveling. I don't feel optimistic, right now, Rolf."
"Your optimism has been beaten down. I get it. We'll find it again. I won't let you quit."
I looked into his eyes, "Why?"
He rolled his eyes. "Because I love you! You have changed me in so many ways. You're too important to me to let you quit."
I sat up and straddled him.
"I love you, too." The words shocked me, I hadn't consciously decided to say them, but I know they were true the moment they fall from my lips. "I love you, too," I said again, needing to hear the words.
A wide smile spreads across Rolf's lips. "I love you, Rain. I love you with all my heart."
Rolf kissed my lips gently and lovingly.
When we broke the kiss, I asked him, "What about tomorrow and the day after tomorrow?"
Rolf cupped my face in his palms and pressed his forehead against mine. The muscles in his face tensed. "I don't know what will happen tomorrow. What I do know is that I'm happy with you today. I love you, my love." He swallowed. "I'm even happier knowing that you love me, too."



"Are we going to be fine?" I asked.
"Stop stressing yourself, my love. Everything is going to be fine. We are a team, you're not doing this on your own."� � � � � � � � � � � � �
"I wish I had your faith."
"You do."
Rolf was right. Even on the toughest days during my treatment, I had no intention of surrendering to my diagnosis. I couldn't change it, but I could certainly be the decision-maker in how I handled it.
It was time to be proactive and do all I could to live as much of my life as possible for the good of my physical and mental health.
When I could get into the gym, I worked on building up my strength, most of the time with Rolf, sometimes alone. Rolf had my back, but he didn't intrude on my private time. He had some Spidey-sense to know when I needed company, and when I wanted to be alone. Always with a nod from the gym staff and gym buddies, who very soon became good acquaintances.
Sometimes, I'd sit on a bike and pedal slowly for ten minutes until I was exhausted, but it was more than I had done the day before. That was progress. The next day I would pedal again and maybe try a bit of rowing or lift some light weights.
I'd build myself up until the next chemo dose took me back to square one.
I was telling all this to a lady having her chemo not far from me. We started talking, and very soon we became close. She turned to me one day and said, "Well, if you're doing all this, I'll suppose I have to try it myself. I am not so old for the gym. Maybe, with luck, a hot gym instructor will squeeze my buns," and winked, which made me smile.
One day, I was back in the chemo ward having another dose of poison fed into my arm. Rolf kept looking at me and smiling as if he knew something I didn't.
Then, he got a text, read it, and stood up saying, "I need to go out for a minute. Don't go anywhere."
"Ha, ha, very funny."
Minutes later, a group of people entered the ward, shepherded in by Rolf. Almost immediately, I started recognizing their faces. There was Theodore, Mrs. Rowland, Laura and Percy, and most of his crew. At their side, I saw Aunt Molly, and her husband, John. I had visited their farm more than once. His son, Red, and his wife, Kat, were at his side. They had offered me a job as a waitress at their restaurant. Behind them, I could see Daniel and Georgina, Diana and Steve, and Derek with Bella.
In front of the lot, there was Grace, the realtor with whom I went to see houses and exchanged gossip more than once. We had become very good friends. Her husband, Landon, was an ex-soldier, and they were inseparable. Just like Rolf and me.
"What a lovely surprise. What are you all doing here?" I asked. I looked at Rolf and he winked at me. I wanted to cover my face because I suddenly became conscious that I had no hair, no eyebrows, no eyelashes.
"This is not a social visit, Rain," Grace said, "We all came here to get tested. There are more of us waiting at Middletown for their turn. The private jet can hold up only up to twenty passengers."
"You what?" The enormity of what Grace was saying was still sinking in my mind. Sobbing uncontrollably, I only kept repeating what she just said, unable to say anything else. "Private jet...? Get tested...? More of you...?"
Everyone was smiling at me.
I gently wiped away my tears with the palm of my hands. "I don't know what to say..."
"Thank you, would be appropriated," Rolf suggested.
I pointed a finger at him in mocked anger, "It was you... You called them... You sneaky bastard..."
Everyone laughed, and he nodded, "Well, it was my idea, but everyone jumped in when they knew that you needed us. When Grace told Middletown what was going on, everyone volunteered. Lukas paid for a private jet to bring all of them here and a hotel room for their stay."
I frowned. "How many people are we talking about exactly?"
"Hundreds," Grace chimed in. "Almost everyone in Middletown wants to help. There is a second group ready to come if none from the first group is a match. And a third... and a fourth..."
"And they'll keep coming 'til we find a match," Molly added and smiled at me.
Watching them there, all willing to help, all smiling at me and giving me hope, I completely lost it. I cried so hard I could hardly even breathe.
"Why? Why would any of you do this for me?" I asked, still in tears.
"You said you had no family," Rolf said, sitting at my side and rubbing the back of my neck. "But you are wrong. Family isn't blood. Family is the people who love you. The people who have your back. Rain, you are very very loved, and you have a very large family in your corner."
"You're one of us, Rain," Mrs. Rowland said.
"You showed us love and kindness," Theodore added.
Lots of heads nodded in approval.
Rolf leaned down and kissed my lips, and I wrapped one arm around his neck, kissing him back.
I could hear my friends, my newfound family, cheering 'til Julia came to usher them out of the ward.
"Small town, big hearts," never better said.
CHAPTER 15: ROLF
When the chemotherapy was over, Doctor Brown's secretary called Rain and told her that he had some news for her.
Of course, we spent most of the night awake, agonizing over what he might need to tell her.
She kept asking herself if it was her time to go, and she kept coming to the same conclusion. "I refuse to give up, no matter what news Doctor Brown has to deliver."
I kissed her scalp and held her against me. "Everything is going to be okay."
Whatever doubts I had, I kept them to myself.
Her body was thin and cold. I pressed her against my chest hoping my warmth would somehow sink into her.
"I love you, Rain," I whispered. "I'm a fucking idiot for not telling you when you was living with me. I love you."
"I love you, too."
Finally morning came, and my gaze was drawn to the window. Golden rays streamed into the bedroom.
I gently shook her awake. "It's sunrise, Rain. Can you see it?" I choked out the words. I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself. I had to stay brave for her. "It's beautiful, my love."
I drove her to Doctor Brown's office. His secretary let us into his private office immediately. We sat down in front of his desk, our eyes fixed on him with anxious stares.
"I have some news for you," Doctor Brown said.
Rain's grip tightened on my hand.
"Your blood test results are good," he informed us, with a smile.
We both let out a loud sigh of relief.
Finally, some good news.
"I have some more good news." The doctor's smile turned wider. "We have found a match among your Middletown friends."
Rain began to cry happy tears. I was crying, too. We both hugged each other and cried. Rain was crying, I was crying, and then we looked into our eyes for a few seconds, and we both laughed aloud.
"Thank you," Rain said, wiping at her eyes. "Thank you so much. Who is the donor?"
Doctor Brown checked at his papers. "A woman called Janice Cooper. She is young and healthy, and she more than willing to help. It's not often we find a non-relative match so close by. This means we can do a transfusion and hopefully put you into full remission with a very small chance of recurrence."
Rain and I hugged again.
"We need to wait a few weeks," the good doctor continued, "and then we can get started."
We both nodded.
When we left, it felt as if we were floating.
"It's almost over," Rain said.
"That's it," I agreed.
As soon as we were in the car, we hugged and kissed and laughed again.
Then, Rain picked up her phone and called Lukas to give him the good news. She put him on speaker.
"Everything's okay?" Lukas sounded like he was holding his breath.
"Yes. In fact, everything is more than great. The doctor said my blood work looks really good... the chemo worked."
"Yay! That's great news, guys!" Lukas cheered through the speaker.
"He also said that," she choked on her words, so overwhelmed and teary, "they found a bone-marrow match."
"Oh, wow! Wow! Rain..." Lukas was sobbing now.
"We feel just so happy, so relieved. We wanted to share the good news with you."
"I'm so glad for you," Lukas said in a shaky voice, after a long moment, "so, so glad. We will celebrate when this is over. You and Rolf should come to Austria."
Rain looked at me and I nodded in approval.
"We will. Thank you, Lukas," I said. "We still have a long way ahead of us, but it seems we are closer to the light at the end of the tunnel."
"Of course, Rolf. Thank you for being there for Rain."
"I wouldn't want to be anyplace else. I love her and for some crazy reason, it turns out she loves me back."
"Crazy reasons and Rain walk hand in hand," Lukas said with a laugh.
Rain giggled at my side.
"It's great news. It's really great news. I'll let you celebrate. Please, keep me updated."
The second call was to Janice Cooper. I looked for The Gazette number on the internet. She was nice and insisted there was no need to thank her. We both got the impression that she actually felt uncomfortable with the attention, so we kept the call short.
No matter how she felt, she had made two friends for life.
CHAPTER 16: RAIN
The bone-marrow transplant was a success. I survived the observation period and my body was rapidly recovering. This was just another step in a long, slow process that would test our faith, hope, and love.
"You're alright now, Rain," Doctor Brown told us with a smile. "You're one hundred percent cancer-free. Enjoy your life."
I had broken all hospital records for quick recovery from the transplant.
I closed my arms around the good doctor's neck and kissed his cheek, making him blush.
"Thank you, doctor, for everything you did. I longed to hear this news, and I still can't believe I don't have this monkey on my back anymore."
Rolf and I were over the moon. It felt like a weight had been lifted from our heads, and we could start to look forward to the future again.
"Are you going to stop running now?" he asked.
I pretended to think, "No, but I'll do it only if you come with me. You're stuck with me, for life, Rolf."
"That's a life-sentence I can live with," he said, kissing me.
Middletown organized a Night Beach Party for us, when we finally got back to town.
The bonfire was set up in a secluded section of the beach, a small bay sheltered by rockfall and bushes called 'Lover's Beach.' When we arrived, the fire was already blazing and all of our friends were there.
I got a lot of hugs, tears, kisses, and cheers.
Someone had dragged logs close by the fire, and people were sitting on them, warming themselves by the heat, as twilight descended. Music played from some speakers nearby, although it wasn't loud, more like soft world music. The kind of music I loved. The sound of chatter and laughter filled the air.
Janice was there, too, and I making my way across the sand to her. I stood in front of her, and I pulled her into a tight hug, wrapping my arms around her and pressing my lips to her cheek.
"Thank you, I owe you my life. Whatever you need, you have made a friend for life."
"Um... you're welcome. Let me interview you for The Gazette and you can call us even." I could tell Janice was obviously uncomfortable with the hug. She allowed it just for a few seconds, and then she drew back.
I was hugged and petted and kissed until I felt like a newborn baby, as delighted as a small child on her birthday.
"Welcome back, Rain," was said over and over and over again. "What are your plans now?"
Rolf and I hadn't talked about the future yet. We loved each other and that was fine for us. We had gotten used to enjoying one day at a time.
"I plan on staying here with Rolf. I finally found a home in Middletown."
Someone handed me a beer and then someone else made a toast to me, reiterating my good news. I smiled and sipped my drink.
Rolf was taken to the side by Daniel and his friends. I sat by the fire on one of the logs. Tania sat down beside me and offered a small smile. I shifted uncomfortably, remembering the last time I had spoken to Tania at Theodore's store.
"Sorry to hear about your cancer," Tania said, quite abruptly. "I didn't know at that time. I'm glad you're okay."
"Thanks, I guess," I replied warily, "although it's not my cancer."
"Oh yeah. Sorry. Wrong choice of words, I guess."
I nodded, doing my best to ignore her. People didn't know what to say, and cancer made them awkward and uncomfortable. I understood that.
"So, you and Rolf are a thing?"
"Yes, we are. We are in love."
"He's sure acting like you're the greatest couple ever."
"I don't care about other couples, but we went through hell together and that created a very strong bond between us."
Tania twisted her mouth, but said nothing.
"If something good came out of all this, it is that it taught us to appreciate simple joys in life."
"Well, you're getting a lot of attention out of it."
I shook my head in disbelief. "Do you think I got sick to get attention?"
The idea that anyone would even think that about me made me feel sick.
"No. But I think you took advantage of it to steal Rolf from me."
"Tania!"
Tania jumped at the sound of her name.
"What the fuck are you doing?" Janice demanded, her voice seriously pissed off. She moved past me to come toward Tania.
"Rolf... is not... interested... in you..." she said, poking a finger in her chest with each word.
"Janice... I..."
"Get the fuck out of this party," she roared. "If I see you near Rain again, I'll make your life very difficult."
Tania colored and left with a mix of hurt and fear.
As soon as Tania left, Janice took me into her arms. "I can't believe she would say that," she muttered. "I can't believe anyone would say something like that. She's jealous. I guess she's always thought there was more between her and Rolf than friendship."
I smiled at Janice, "Thank you, Janice. For everything."
We held each other tight this time.
"Listen, I need to talk to you..." she took a look around, "...alone."
I looked around too, and said, "No time like the present."
She licked her lips, looked into my eyes, took a deep breath, and said, "When the doctors told me that I was a match, and they informed me about the odds of something like that happening, I asked them to run a DNA test..."
Janice made a pause to lick her lips again.
"And...?" I asked, my heart thumping in my chest.
"It turns out we are related. We are half sisters..."
I looked at her not knowing what to say, "When you called me to thank me, I was processing the news, I still am."
"Right now, I'm in shock. Do you have any idea how is this possible?"
Janice moved her head up and down slowly, "I can make an educated guess. My dad traveled a lot because of his work. Not only the US, but Europe, and South America, too. I know for a fact that he was unfaithful to my mother several times before the divorce, so..."
"Do you think he had sex with some woman during his travels, got her pregnant, and left?"
"Knowing my father, it's quite possible. He liked them young, so don't be too hard with your biological mother if you ever find her."
"Are you still in touch with your father?"
"No. My parents divorced when I was thirteen, and he became just a check in the mail. He never answered any of my letters. Last thing I heard, he was living someplace in South America."
"So you are my sister," I shrieked, in a high-pitched voice.
Janice made me a gesture to keep my voice down, "Please, keep it between us."
"I need to tell Rolf."
"Okay, but only to him."
I pulled Janice into my arms and held her close. She was surprised and tense at first, but then relaxed and hugged me back.
After a few minutes, I sensed and then recognized the familiar body of Rolf beside me. We broke the hug and Janice left without saying a word.
"Still showing your gratitude?"
"Yeah, but this was about something else, too. I'll tell you about it when we get home."
I didn't say anything else, staring out over the black water, at the multitude of stars dotting the night sky. Rolf was quiet, obviously understanding that I didn't feel quite like talking yet. I liked that about him, his ability to sense when I needed quiet, when I needed company, when I needed to be touched and when I needed to talk.
I glanced at Rolf out of the corner of my eye. Suddenly, I wanted his arms around me. Turning around, I stepped into his arms, and he immediately wrapped them around me. I clung to him, pressing my face into his chest and inhaling deeply. He smelt like Rolf, warm, masculine, minty, and fresh. And he was warm.
"Rain?" I tilted my head back and looked up at him. The white of his eyes glowed in the darkness, and I could make out the concerned frown that marred his expression. "I love you."
"Rolf," I whispered, "I want you."
"Let's get out of here," he growled, and I recognized the flare of desire in the shadows of his eyes. "Now. Before I take you here on the beach."
I giggled. "Is that supposed to be a treat? Now, who is the adventurous one? I've had sex on the beach before. Trust me, it's overrated. Too much sand."
I thought maybe I shouldn't have mentioned that, but he just replied, "Too many people around for that. Tonight, I want to take you to our bed."
"Sounds good to me. What are we waiting for?"
Draping an arm around my shoulder, Rolf led me up the beach, past the bonfire, and to his car.
As soon as we were in our place, I leaned across and kissed him, and then climbed across to his lap, straddling him. My hands cupped his face as I kissed him, lowering myself down, so I could feel him, hard and ready, through his jeans, against my center.
Rolf's hands moved up under my shirt, and he reached around to unhook my bra, before wrapping both hands around my breasts. My nipples were hard and puckered, and he squeezed them.
"Rolf," I whispered against his mouth through heated kisses. "I need you."
He grinned but didn't break the contact of our mouths or took his hands from my breasts.
Grinning, I lifted myself, positioned him at my entrance, and then slid down, sheathing him to the hilt in my warm silkiness. Rolf clutched at my hips, guiding me, as he claimed my mouth with his.
I moved, sliding up and down slowly, painfully slowly, driving us both mad with agonizing desire.
"More... more..." he urged, his fingers cutting into my hips.
"Yes." I picked up my pace, thrusting harder and deeper against him, driving him further into my warm, and velvet tunnel.
"Rolf!"
"Hmm," he murmured, sucking my earlobe into his mouth and sucking hard. He let me set the pace, taking what I needed, and at the same time, giving him exactly what he needed. My hands clutched at his shoulders, holding on as I continued to ride him.
Rolf felt my climax building and lifted his hips urging me on, whispering my name, knowing I was close. I wanted him closer. I wrapped my legs around him, and swept his back with my hands, trying to pull him further into me.
It's as if my heart sprung up and married my soul, as my whole body imploded. Like a stone falling in a pond, circles, and circles of love rippled through me.
Rolf pulled back to watch me, as I lost myself in an orgasm that washed over me. He shouted for joy. And then we were falling, losing ourselves in ecstasy.
I gathered him and held him close. I was amazed at him. At us. This gift.
He stroked my head, my face, he kissed my tears.
I was alive, blessed to be with him in this town, at that very moment.
After a long moment, as our breathing returned to normal and our heart rates settled, I went climbing off, but he held me.
"No," he ordered, his voice thick with emotion. "Please, stay. Stay with me."
"I will. You're my home."
EPILOGUE: One year later



"Your hair has come back so pretty," Rolf said.
"So different to how it was." I twisted my head and examined the wavy blonde hair, which hit almost to my chin. "It's lighter and curly. It never had a wave in it before."
"It's going to be gorgeous when it gets longer," Rolf observed, before a thought suddenly occurred to me.
"I want it as long as it goes," I admitted. "I hated being bald the first time. It didn't seem so bad, this time, although I'll be glad if I never have to go through chemo ever again."
I had been in remission ever since. I still saw Doctor Brown regularly, but he told me he didn't expect cancer to ever return, although you can never say never.
In the meantime, Rolf and I are living our lives together, making plans, and enjoying ourselves.
There is too much we want to do, too much we wanted to see and experience.
Rolf embraced my desire to live and experience every single moment.
One day, he asked me to marry him at the top of a mountain.
I said, yes, of course.
When the news spread around that we were going to get married, everyone in town wanted to help one way or another. We are family, after all.
Today, Rolf and I are going to say our vows, down on the beach, surrounded by our friends. Lukas, his wife, and his family flew from Austria to share this moment with us. Rolf's parents traveled from Florida, especially for our day. We invited the whole town to our wedding. Every person brought their tables, chairs, and food.
Today will definitely be unforgettable.
"Rain," Janice said, popping her head into the room, "are you ready?"
"Absolutely." I followed Janice out and down to the waiting car.
I had asked Janice to be my maid of honor. "I won't take no for an answer."
It turns out she didn't want to say no. She cried and said yes. She was the best maid of honor I could have ever chosen.
"What kind of wedding shower do you want?" she asked me.
"What?"
"Your wedding shower. That thing the maid of honor throws where you get a lot of stuff you don't need and will never use but have to write thank-you cards for? You know what it is, right?"
I shook my head.
"Maybe, we can skip that..." she was going to scratch the item on her list, but I stopped her.
"No, a wedding shower sounds great. For the last months, I've been living with Rolf in his house, but I want to spend the night away from him with the girls. There is nothing traditional about my relationship with Rolf or our wedding, but I want a traditional wedding shower."
We had a lot of clean fun, and it helped me to deal with my pre-wedding jitters.
They came rushing back to me when we arrived at the beach a few minutes later. I was really doing this. We were really doing this, and I began to feel all hot and itchy.
"Oh my! You look gorgeous, child," Theodore said, when I walked down to the beach access. He was going to walk me down the aisle. Well, there was no actual aisle, but you get the idea.
"She does. Let's go, Rain," Janice said, "We don't want Rolf to think you aren't coming."
A million 'what ifs' suddenly crammed themselves into my mind, and for a long moment I stood there, my bare feet sinking into the sand.
I was afraid to face cancer again. I was afraid that the next time I might not win.
Rolf needed more than that. He needed someone who would be there forever. He needed someone who could give him lots of babies and a happy house and security. I couldn't give him those things, and I'd want him to have them.
The doctors had informed me that having children was no longer an option. Rolf had sat with me when they explained it to me, and he'd held my hand and then held me afterward as the reality of the situation washed over me.
I'd never be able to give Rolf a child, never be able to create a miniature Rolf.
Would he be okay with that in the long run? Would he eventually need to find someone who could give him everything I couldn't?
Rolf, being Rolf, though, had assured me that he was okay with it all. Besides, there were other options available to us that we could explore in the future.
"There is no one else," he whispered, holding me in his arms. "It doesn't matter how hard you try to keep my heart safe. It's already yours. I love you as you are. I accept that you come with risks. I want you anyway. I am never, ever going to let you go. I'm here for the long haul. Through sickness and health and all that comes with it. Do you hear me?"
He wanted me, I wanted him. It was as simple as that.
"And I keep pushing you away," I whispered.
"Because you're afraid. Because you think you're not enough. But you are, Rain. Because there is no one else for me, but you. There never has been, not since the day we met," I heard Rolf's voice in my mind.
"Rain?" I glanced up to see Janice hovering at my side, a concerned expression locked on her features. "Everything's okay?"
"Um..." I looked back down the beach just as Rolf turned and saw me standing there.
He had dressed in navy blue pants and a crisp white shirt. His hair, which had grown longer, was neatly brushed back from his face, and his beard, which he'd also grown over the past few months, was trimmed. And his eyes... The moment his eyes lit on me, any doubts any hesitation I might have had were extinguished because in his eyes I saw everything I'd ever been looking for.
Someone who loves me cherishes me and adores me.
Someone who embraces everything that life had to offer.
Someone who makes my knees weak and my stomach do flip-flops.
Someone who'll have my back... always.
Without any more second thoughts, I made my way down the beach to where Rolf waited, a huge smile stretching across my face and my heart fuller than it had ever been before.
Theodore squeezed my hand. "Are you okay, my child?"
"Everything is great."
I smiled at Theodore, and Janice, and they smiled back at me.
"Then, let's get you married. You've kept Rolf waiting long enough," said Theodore.
Janice started walking in front of us.
A few second later, I started to walk down to the shore to where Rolf waited.
I only saw Rolf, so tall and dashing in his tuxedo.
Rolf, who had danced with me in the rain.
Rolf, who faced his biggest fear because of me.
Rolf, who had been so very sure of us when I hadn't even been sure of myself.
Rolf, who walked through hell at my side.
He is my lifetime love. My soulmate.
His lips began to curve and so did mine until we were both smiling brilliantly at each other. I was no longer afraid. Instead, I was looking forward to our future together, no matter what it held for us.
All my fighting led me here. I don't want to be anywhere else. I have my new family around me, the man I love at my side. It can't get any better than this.
I stood at his side and my hand was placed inside his, warm and secure. And when the minister asked, my answer was as crystal as a bell.
"I do."
***
In loving memory of my friend "Rain", who fought bravely through a brief illness the last few months of her life. She will be remembered by those who were fortunate enough to have been a part of her life, for her infectious laugh, and her tremendous smile.
Dedicated to the many men and women who have faced the fight against cancer.
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How far would you go to save your friend's life?
***
The group of kids reached the porch of the old Carter mansion. Under the moon's pale light, the white pillars looked skeletal, like the bones of a great beast.
"Ring the bell, Lily," a boy, disguised as Batman, told a girl in Harley Quinn's costume.
The girl tiptoed to reach the doorbell and rang it.
A couple of minutes later, the big wooden door opened slowly, and an old butler, carrying a candle lantern, let the group in.
"Welcome," he said in a slow, ghostly voice. "What brings you here, young monsters?"
"We come to trick-or-treat and collect our sweets," the girl in the Harley Quinn outfit said.
Several heads nodded.
"Follow me. The master is waiting for you."
It was a group of ten kids who had been looking forward to trick-or-treating at the old mansion. Some of their parents were with them.
"They say Marcus Carter has the best candies and chocolates in town, Red," a werewolf girl whispered to a boy with ginger hair dressed as a pirate.
The boy gulped and whispered back, "I hope so, Maggie, this place is truly scary."
Their footsteps echoed through the dark hall.
The butler guided them through a long corridor to the library. He opened the door, and announced, "You have visitors, sir."
Then, he turned around, and said, "You may go inside. Sit around the master's couch and don't touch anything."
A fire burned in the fireplace, taking the chill from the room. Above the mantelpiece hung four swords against the battered Carter's family crest.
The kids' eyes flashed in the flickering light.
On the mantel, a variety of blackened silver objects lay on haphazard display; candlesticks, goblets, a clock framed in silver gilt, flanked by small enameled boxes set, with tiny diamonds, rubies, and emeralds.
Two tapestries, stained and ragged along the edges, hung against the walls, one beside the door, and the other to the right of the fireplace.
An old man sat on a huge velvet couch, his folded hands resting calmly on a leather-bound book over his lap. His eyes were closed as if he was sleeping.
Marcus Carter didn't need a costume or makeup to look scary. The dancing flames cast shadows across his face through the darkness. His wrinkled face, illuminated by the flames, made him look like a very old demon.
He said nothing, and barely moved.
The group of ten kids sat in a semi-circle around the couch in complete silence. They huddled close to each other, mingling the living warmth of their bodies, conscious of the darkness surrounding them. They talked in whispers afraid to disturb the spirits that seemed to dance in the shadows.
The kid with ginger hair crawled slowly to a table full of candies, and chocolates, and tried to grab some.
"Stop your plunder, young pirate!" a gravelly voice stopped the boy in his tracks.
Marcus Carter's eyes were opened. He looked even scarier than before.
"Red, behave," his mother warned him.
"Before getting your loot, you need to hear my story!" Marcus looked at the group of young faces sitting cross-legged on the carpet, assembled around him.
"Stories often begin with 'Once upon a time—' or 'Once there was—', charming lines that imply a fairy tale. Our story starts with a very sick, dying man."
Marcus carefully opened the leather-bound volume in his lap.
"This story takes us to the times of my ancestor, Fergus Carter."
"He was Middletown's founder," the girl, dressed as a werewolf, told the rest.
"Maggie don't interrupt, Mr. Carter," her mother told her.
"Sorry, Mum. Sorry, Mr. Carter," she apologized, in a cute little voice.
Marcus Carter cleared his throat and continued.
"Fergus Carter had fallen ill. In just two weeks, his weakness had bedridden him, and he almost did not eat. A lot of physicians were called upon from the nearest towns to heal him, but no one could diagnose his illness. Despite all the proper care, the good founder got worse.
"One morning, as the servants aired the room where Fergus lay asleep, one of them, an old maid with silver hair, whispered to the other, 'Mr. Carter will die...'"
A gasp escaped from the children's mouths.
"Patrick Harding was sitting on a chair at Fergus' side. He was one of the most heroic and handsome explorers and Fergus' companion of adventures.
"Patrick heard the woman's words and hurriedly went up, and sternly reprimanded the maid. 'How dare you! Don't you ever repeat that word, woman! Do you understand? Fergus will live; my friend will recover... We just need to find a physician who knows the cure for his illness, you hear?'"
"The poor woman gulped, and muttered under her breath, 'The matter is, sir, that Mr. Carter is not ill, he is under a spell.'"
Marcus Carter raised his head from the book, and explained to the group of children around him, "Those were times when people believed in magic and spells. The supernatural was considered part of everyday life. Magic, for them, was as logical and natural as the law of gravity."
"We know magic is not real, Mr. Carter. Please, continue the story," the werewolf girl begged.
Marcus Carter nodded, and looked down at the yellowish pages, "Where was I? Ah, yes... The old servant believed Fergus Carter was bewitched."
'Why do you say that, you old blabbermouth?' Patrick scolded her.
'I am an old lady, indeed, sir. I have lived many years, and I have seen a lot of strange things, and I have known a few men and women in this situation before, only one of them survived.'
'That means there is a chance of healing Fergus,' Patrick's eyes lit up with hope. 'Tell me how he did it, the one who escaped death.'
'There is only one way to reverse a curse, sir, you need to find a witch more powerful than the one who performed the original spell. Only a very seasoned witch can remove the hex. If that is not done, the bewitched dies.'
'Is there a sorcerer of such power in this land?' Patrick asked. 'I'll ride right into Satan's lair and drag her out if necessary.'
The old maid made the sign of the cross, and kissed her crucifix, before speaking, 'There is only one witch who is powerful enough to heal Mr. Carter, sir.'
'Where does this demonic worshipper live?'
'She's an old Indian witch, the most feared and hated in the area.' The maid gulped. She talked in whispers. 'They say she lives in Black Mountain, in a cave that sits on the very edge of an escarpment. It looks like an open mouth. Even if someone were brave enough to go and fetch her, which I doubt, the witch would never come, and heal the one who banished her from Middletown and its surroundings many years ago.'
'Ah, you're talking about THAT witch! I had forgotten about her.'
Marcus raised his head from the book, and explained, "The witch's reputation was sinister indeed. They say she had a basket, made out of snake skins, and she used to catch children and put them in the basket, and then she boiled them in oil to eat their hearts."
The children gulped. Their innocent eyes opened wide.
"It was known that she was able to transform the bravest warrior into her slave just by looking into his eyes. It was also said that the sound of her evil laugh could freeze the blood in one's veins.
"Patrick was scared, of course, but Fergus was the best friend he had in his life. They had traveled together through the wilderness. Fergus had heard his most banal and deeper sorrows. He had offered him the chance of new life in his settlement. Fergus had saved Patrick's life more than once. There was no risk that he wouldn't face to save his friend and the best person he had ever met.
"He rode his horse directly to Black Mountain. He found a trail leading across the river and forded the stream there. As soon as he arrived at the other shore, he noticed that the sky was beginning to darken. Black and dense clouds seemed to be anchored at the foot of the mountain. It was as if the night would have fallen in broad daylight.
"He climbed down off his horse, took his long rifle, and looked for the cave where the witch lived."
The boy in Batman's costume raised his hand, and asked, "Was Patrick scared, Mr. Carter."
"Yes, he was, Landon Hayes. He was very scared. Bravery isn't being fearless; it's being afraid and doing it anyway. You can ask your Dad about it. He was a soldier."
"I know. My dad has a big scar across his face," the kid explained. Several little heads nodded. "He almost died in combat."
"Your Dad's face is scary," the ginger pirate said.
"Red, that was not a nice thing to say," the kid's mother reprimanded her son.
"Sorry, Mom. Sorry, Landon. He is scary but I like your dad. He's cool. Please continue with the story, Mr. Carter."
"Thank you, Red. Patrick dismounted and boldly walked into the cave's mouth. An unearthly chill crept through the air. He walked to the end of the dark, gloomy tunnel 'til it opened into a large cave. Patrick's nose wrinkled at the smell of something rotting.
"The Indian sorcerer, whose name was Angeni, was a typical fairy-tale witch. Her ugly face was filled with warts, and her nose was curved like a bird of prey's beak. Her silver hair was stringy and tangled.
"Angeni was hunched over a bubbly cauldron that gave off the most awful smell. Patrick didn't want to think about what was inside. She was surrounded by a rim of yellowish light created by dozens of candles merging into one. She was stirring the pot and talking to herself in harsh whispers.
"She was wearing a skirt, leggings, a shirt, and moccasins that wrapped her short legs with heavy strips of buckskin from the ankle to the knee.
"Without even looking at him, Angeni warned the brave man, 'Go away, Patrick, before I turn you into a toad or something worse!'
'I have come to fetch you, my lady,' Patrick said, 'My friend, Fergus, is very ill and needs your help.'
'He, he, he,' laughed the witch. The sound of her evil laugh echoed through the stone walls.
Marcus was so successful in impersonating the witch's laugh that made the kids jump.
'Fergus Carter was cursed, indeed, and although I didn't put the spell on him, there is nothing anyone can do to prevent his death.'
'But Angeni, I was told you are more powerful than the one who conjured the spell. You can save Fergus' life,' Patrick begged.
'Why would I do that, young Patrick?' the witch asked. "Why would I help the man that banned me from his land? No, I won't raise a finger to help the one who wronged me and forced me to live here.'
'Whatever you ask is yours. Whatever you desire is granted. Whatever you need is supplied. You have my word,' Patrick assured Angeni, 'I will personally make sure you get paid the price you demand.'
"The witch studied Patrick's face. It was certainly strange to have such a handsome man in her cave begging for her help. Even in the light of the candles, Angeni could tell that Patrick was incredibly attractive.
'My price is high, young Patrick.'
'Whatever you ask,' Patrick assured the witch.
'If I heal Fergus and only if I heal him...'
'Name your price and it'll be yours.'
'I want you to marry me!'
A loud gasp escaped from the group of children and most of the adults.
Marcus Carter smiled, pleased by their reaction.
"No, no, no! He can't marry a witch," the young Harley Quinn protested.
"He is not going to marry her, Lily. Patrick is going to trick her. You'll see," the ginger pirate opined.
"Did Patrick marry the witch, Mr. Carter?" The girl in the werewolf's costume asked, in a small voice.
"You'll have to hear the rest of the story to find out," Marcus Carter said.
"Please, continue, Mr. Carter!" a chorus of little voices begged.
Marcus took a sip of water and went on telling his tale.
"Patrick shivered from head to toe. His first reaction was to say no. Just watching Angeni made his skin crawl. He couldn't fathom spending the rest of his life with such an ugly woman. His married life would be a living hell.
"On the other hand, he couldn't let his best friend die, even if it meant sacrificing his own life. How many times had Fergus saved him? He owed him not one, but a hundred lives! On top of that, Middletown needed him. Patrick was expendable, Fergus wasn't.
'So be it,' Patrick said in a gloom voice, after long deliberation. 'If this is the price I have to pay, I'll espouse you, you have my word. Now, please, let's make haste, it might not be too late to save the life of my friend.'
"Silently, the enchantress opened a big leather bag and put a set of clay jars filled with smelly powders of different colors. She kept adding strange ingredients 'til the bag was full. She grabbed a knee-long coat with a hood made from animal skin and fur, and headed outside, followed by a silent Patrick.
"Once they were outside, Patrick brought his horse and helped his brand-new fiancée to climb into the saddle.
'Hold on tight, my lady.' Patrick asked the witch, and kicked his horse in the sides. The horse took off down the road into the meadows, galloping back to Middletown.
"When they arrived, Patrick stopped the horse, got off, and helped Angeni to climb down.
"Angeni was surprised by his kindness and caring for her. She eyed Patrick as if he were a bedlamite.
'Why are you so kind to me? I already agree to heal your friend.'
'If you are going to be my wife,' he explained to the witch, 'you must be treated as such.'
"The crowd was confused at first. Why had Patrick captured the most powerful witch in the zone? If she was his prisoner why was he treating her with such kindness and gentleness?
'It's the witch, she bewitched Patrick Harding,' rumors spread like wildfire.
"Patrick ignored the rabble, and headed to Fergus Carter's house, flanked by a whispering crowd of people who couldn't believe their eyes.
"Leaning on Patrick's arm, they both entered Fergus' house. The servants informed Patrick that Fergus' health had worsened since his departure; he no longer woke up or ate.
"They stared at the witch with eyes wide open, and lower jaws unhinged. Most of them were making the sign of the cross as the witch passed by them.
"Patrick entered Fergus' chamber and ordered everyone to leave them alone. Middletown's physician asked to stay, and Patrick gave his consent.
"The witch ignored the physician and approached Fergus's body, sniffed him, examined his tongue, his eyes, and his nails, and started a rhythmic chanting that lasted several minutes. Then, she opened her bag and prepared a strange brew in a clay pot using sage, cedar, and sweetgrass among other ingredients. She mixed it using a reed.
"Angeni opened Fergus' lips and she was about to pour the potion into his mouth when the physician grabbed her hand tightly.
'I can't allow her to do this,' he said firmly, looking at Patrick. 'I'm the town's physician. I do not trust in witchcraft. Get out of here, you...'
"And surely, the physician would have said 'witch', but he was not able to do so. Patrick was next to him and pulled the physician away from Angeni with an angry look on his face.
'Do not touch this woman again," Patrick warned the physician, 'you are the one who is leaving. Now!'
"The physician ran frightened murmuring something about Patrick being under a spell.
"The witch brought the pot to Fergus' lips and dropped the thick potion into his mouth.
'What now?' asked Patrick.
'Now we wait,' said the witch.
"It was late already, Patrick took off his cloak and he made a small bed at the foot of Fergus' bed for Angeni. He slept by the door looking after both of them.
"The next morning, for the first time in many days, Fergus woke up.
'Food!' was the first word he shouted. "Bring me some food! I'm starving!'
'Good morning, my friend,' Patrick said, with a smile, while he called the servants.
'Patrick, my dear friend." Fergus said, 'I feel so hungry as if had not eaten for days.'
'You did not eat for days," Patrick informed his friend. "You were sick."
"All of a sudden, at the foot of his bed, Fergus saw the ugly witch looking at him with a grin. Fergus thought he was hallucinating. Maybe, he still had a fever. He closed his eyes, rubbed them, and opened them again. The witch was still there, in his chamber.
'I have told you I don't want to see your ugly face near Middletown again. Get out of here!' Fergus ordered.
'Excuse me, my friend,' Patrick said, 'you should know that if you exile Angeni you are also throwing me out. It is your privilege to do so, but if she leaves I am leaving with her.'
'Bizarre! Have you gone insane?' Fergus asked his friend. 'Where would you go with that ugly monster?'
'Please mind your words, Fergus. You're talking about my future wife,' Patrick replied.
'What kind of stupid thing you say? Your future wife?' Fergus couldn't believe his ears. 'I have tried to introduce you to marriageable girls of the best families of Middletown, and you have rejected them all. And now you tell me you're going to marry this... this...?'
"The witch lifted her bony hands and tried to arrange her hair tresses with her fingers, which hung in matted locks over her face.
'It is the price your friend paid for me to heal you,' Angeni told Fergus with a satisfied smile. She turned to look at Patrick, and said, 'I held my part of the bargain. I hope you keep your word.'
'No!' Fergus exclaimed. 'I will not allow such madness. I'd rather die than force you to a life of misery.'
'It is done, my friend,' Patrick said, 'I gave my word. I made an oath and I intend to fulfill it.'
"In those times, a man's word was directly linked to his honor, trustworthiness, and integrity. Without your word, you're nobody," Marcus explained to the group of kids.
"My Grandpa always says the same," the ginger pirate added.
"Your grandfather is a man of honor," Marcus said, smiling at the kid. "He comes from a long line of honorable men."
"Marcus Carter looked down at the old book and continued his tale.
"Fergus understood he couldn't do anything to release his friend from his oath.
'I'll never be able to repay you for your sacrifice, Patrick, you are even more honorable than I always thought,' Fergus stood up and hugged his friend tightly. 'Tell me, at least, what I can do to repay you.'
'You're alive. That's all the reward I need, my friend.'
"The next morning, on the day of all Hallows, the priest married Patrick and Angeni with the sole presence of Fergus Carter. Middletown's church was empty. It was a sad day for everyone. Patrick was a pillar of their community. At the end of the ceremony, Fergus gave Patrick his blessing and a scroll ceding land across the river, and a cabin he had built on top of a small hill on the other side of the lake.
"When the odd couple left the chapel, the central square was unusually deserted; nobody wanted to celebrate the news. People spoke in whispers of witchcraft, spells, and demonic possession.
"Patrick drove his carriage along deserted roads towards the lake. He did not exchange a single word with his new wife. He had saved Fergus' life, but at what cost? He had condemned himself to a life of misery and unhappiness.
"His brand-new wife was also quiet. She should be celebrating. However, she was lost in her thoughts, a confused expression on her face.
"Upon arrival, Patrick hurried down and took his wife lovingly from her waist helping her down from the carriage. Then, he carried the bride over the threshold, as tradition dictated, to protect her from evil spirits.
"Patrick told Angeni he would put the horses away and told her to feel at home.
'Don't take too long, my beloved husband. We have to consummate our marriage,' Angeni told Patrick, with what was supposed to be a seductive look on her ugly face.
"Patrick stiffened, and his mind froze, his wife's words echoing within. 'Consummate our marriage. Consummate our marriage. Consummate our marriage.' He shivered from head to toes."



The girl in Harley Quinn's costume raised her hand, and asked, "What consummate means, Mr. Carter?"
Before the old man could answer, the ginger pirate blurted out, "It means sex, Lily. The witch wanted Patrick to have sex with her."
"Eww! Yuck!" a chorus of children bellowed.
"Patrick spent a long time tending to the horses. Then, he sat down to admire the sunset until darkness fell and the stars came out.
"Finally, he stood up, sighed a long, pitiful exhalation, and walked slowly towards the cabin. He pushed the door open and dragged his feet inside.
"There was a fire crackling in the fireplace, warming the room and painting shadows across it.
"A young unknown woman wearing nothing but her skin was standing in front of the fireplace. Her back was turned to Patrick so he couldn't see her face. She was nearly as tall as Patrick and had the curves of a voluptuous Greek Goddess.
"Patrick rubbed his eyes and looked around searching for the witch. She was nowhere to be seen.
'Who are you? Where is my wife?' he demanded.
"The woman turned around, and Patrick felt his eyes popping out of his head. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. She had copper skin, piercing-blue eyes, and long dark hair of the color of the night. Her face was smooth like jade, appearing extremely exquisite under the light. She gave him a sensual smile with her red petal-like lips.
"Patrick pinched himself thinking he had probably fallen asleep. She was everything he had dreamed of for so long. He'd have fallen in love with this mysterious woman under other circumstances.
'Where is my wife?' he repeated his question.
"The woman moved in closer, and whispered into Patrick's ear, 'Your wife, Patrick dear, it is me.'
'Oh no, no, no! I know the woman I married, and she looks nothing like you.' Cold drops of sweat rolled down his forehead
'And yet, I am. You have been so kind to me, Patrick my love, you have been gentle and loving even when the way I look repulsed you. You have defended me and respected me in a way no one ever did. So, I think you have earned this surprise.'
'But, how is this possible? What kind of witchcraft are you working on me?'
'No witchcraft, my love. I am a skinwalker. A shapeshifter.'
'I've heard stories about people like you. They say you can transform into animals.'
'Well,' the gorgeous woman battered her eyes, and said with a sassy smile, 'I thought you'd prefer to spend your honeymoon with me instead of a bear.'
'You're right about that.'
'Now you have to make a choice, my love. Half of the time, I'll look like this, and the other half, I'll look like the witch you've met.' She looked into Patrick's eyes to make sure he was following her. Patrick shivered and nodded.
'Since you are my husband, my beloved and wonderful husband, it's your privilege to make this decision. What do you prefer, my loved one? Would you want me to look like this beautiful woman in the daylight, and spend your nights with the witch, or the other way around?'
"Patrick repeated his wife's words in his mind 'til they sank in. This godsend gift was more than he had ever dreamed of. He was resigned to his fate.
"Now he was given a choice. Should he ask his wife to be a gorgeous woman during the day? He could have a social life. He'd be the envy of every man in Middletown, and possibly every woman. Of course, he'd have to suffer in silence and solitude the anguish of his nights with the witch.
"Or, should he give up having a social life and become a hermit? Suffer the taunts and mockery of every inhabitant of Middletown, and find comfort knowing that every night he'd enjoy the heavenly pleasure of this beautiful woman he had already fallen in love with?
"Patrick thought, and thought, and thought until he made a decision.
'Since you are my wife, my beloved and wonderful wife, it's your privilege to be... whoever you want to be in every moment of every day of our life together.'
"The legend says that when Angeni heard that, she realized she could choose to be whoever she wanted to be, and she decided to be the gorgeous woman her husband had fallen in love with all the time."
Marcus Carter raised his head and saw that children and adults were smiling wide. He closed the book, and added, "Every time we find true love, it changes us. Love encourages us to become the best version of ourselves.
"When we are truly loved, we abandon forever the horrible witches and cursed ogres nesting in our shadows, and when they disappear, we blossom into the most beautiful, loving, and charming princes and princesses," Marcus smiled at a girl dressed as Elsa. "And so this is the end of our story. I hope you enjoyed it. You were a wonderful audience, thank you for your patience."
Marcus Carter gave a nod to his butler, and he turned on the lights.
"Take as many candies as you want. You've earned them," Marcus said pointing at a table.
He didn't have to say it twice. Children ran to the wooden table full of lollipops, cookies, chocolates, and sweet unhealthy food.
The old man seemed lost looking into the flames in the fireplace. His thoughts drifted to memories of love found and lost.
A kid's voice brought him back to the present.
"That was not scary at all!" the boy in the Batman's costume complained, to no one in particular.
"I think it was romantic," the young version of Harley Quinn opined. Several girls agreed with her.
Kat Harding, the mother of the ginger pirate, approached Marcus.
"So, my husband and my son have some witch blood in them?"
Marcus Carter shrugged, "If you choose to believe the legend, they might have. Most of those women, called witches, were healers. Their in-depth knowledge of the properties of plants and the body made them vulnerable, as the tide of religious traditions turned more and more dogmatic. Anything that appeared to be linked to magic or sorcery outside of the Church's healing powers, could be labeled as a suspect."
"Your ancestor was a remarkable writer."
"Well, I might have added my own flavor to the story," Marcus grinned.
Kat nodded, deep in thoughts. "Were Patrick and Angeni happy, Mr. Carter?"
"I'd like to think they were. The journal says they had eight children. Patrick died at the age of 52 of dysentery. Angeni lived 'til her eighties and became a much-respected healer in Middletown."
"Did she ever go back to her witch look?" Kat asked with a smile.
"Only on Halloween... or when she and Patrick argued," Marcus explained with a laugh, and winked at Kat. Then, he got serious, and added, "But all she needed was a loving kiss from Patrick to go back to her beautiful self. Love can transform us."
"True words." Kat turned her head, and yelled at her son who had his mouth full of candy, "Red Harding Junior! I think you had enough candy for a lifetime already today!"
THE END



        Wheels of Love

        Could anyone see past the wheelchair?

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/wheels-of-love

Title: Wheels of Love

Author: DB86

Category: Romance

Description: Could anyone see past the wheelchair?

Tags: romance, middletown, wheelchair, no sex, erotic





WHEELS OF LOVE

DB#15
Edited by Kenjisato
Could anyone see past the wheelchair?
***
CHAPTER 1
"Look, Jenny, there is no easy way to say this... I think we should take some time..."
The girl in the wheelchair with a sad expression on her face just nodded, as if she expected the bad news. Her sister, Kara, wasn't so understanding.
"Are you breaking up with my sister because she's in a wheelchair, Gordon? You're a scum of the worst kind!" she spat on the boy's face.
Jenny fought the tears and raised her hand to stop her sister, "Kara, you're not helping."
"I want this piece of shit to feel a bit of the pain you are feeling," Kara said, swinging the pink baseball bat in her hand.
"Your sister is right about me, Jenny. I wish I was a better man, but I'm not," Gordon said. "I wish I was a braver one."
Jenny squeezed her eyes shut, hoping that would help keep the tears in, but it was a losing battle.
"You'll get no arguments from me! You're not worthy of Jenny's heart!" Kara spat on Gordon's face, getting in his face. "Go! My sister needs a real man in her life, not a shallow-has-been-wannabe!"
"Nothing you can say could be worse than what I told myself when I made this decision, Kara," Gordon shook his head. "I'm sorry, but I can't deal with you being in a wheelchair and what comes with it, Jenny. I see no future for us."
"You're such a low life! One day, bad karma is going to hit you and you'll regret this decision!" Kara kept screaming.
"Kara, please stop it! Could you give us some privacy?" Jenny pleaded. She just wanted everything to be over.
"Fine! I'll be in my room smashing balls with my bat," she pointed at Gordon's crotch with her bat and stormed out of the living room.
"I'm sorry about my sister. She is very protective of me after what happened."
"It's okay, Jenny. I understand."
Jenny was silent, collecting her thoughts for a while, and then she said, "I can't lie and say it doesn't hurt, but truth is, Gordon, I don't blame you. I'm not sure if roles would be reversed if I wouldn't make the same decision you did."
Gordon nodded, somehow relieved.
"I should have never climbed into that car. I knew James was in no condition to drive, but I did it anyway," Jenny went on, almost talking to herself. "We had no designated driver either."
"It was prom night. We were celebrating. We were all as drunk as James," Gordon said. "We made a bunch of bad decisions that night. Sadly, James paid with his life, and you..." his words trailed off.
Jenny moved her head up and down slowly.
"James hit that curve too fast, the car went one way, and the road went another. I woke up in a hospital bed unable to feel my legs," Jenny's voice trailed off.
Jenny couldn't remember many specific details of the accident, but the fear she felt that day was still crystal clear in her memory. She still had nightmares that made her scream and wake up, covered in sweat.
First, came the beeping. Then, a low humming sound and some clicking noises like an old dot-matrix printer might make. Jenny opened her eyes to the fluorescent-lit hospital room and remembered. The crash, the pain, the confusion.
She closed his eyes again and breathed, slow and deep.
"Calm down. You're alive," a familiar voice soothed her. Her mother was sitting in the chair at his side.
Jenny moved her fingers, and flexed her arms. Everything worked, but her whole body hurt like hell. She tried to move her foot, just a little to the left to ease the pressure from what felt like a tight bandage, and she couldn't. The foot would not respond. Neither would the other foot, or her knees.
Panic rose, and she forced herself to open her eyes again, to look down and make sure her legs were still there. She pulled off the thin white sheet covering her, and tried again, watching her big toe where it protruded from the edge of a compression boot.
"Move," she commanded.
It didn't.
"Mom. What happened to me?" Just a whisper.
"Jenny." She was at her side in an instant, cool palm on her cheek, red-rimmed eyes glistening down at her. "How do you feel?"
"Like hell. What happened...?"
"You were in a car accident. The boy who was driving died." There was an obvious lack of sympathy in that last statement. Her mother swallowed hard before she continued. "You'll be okay. But... the doctors aren't sure you'll ever walk again."
Blood rushed in his ears, loud-- like a bike engine, like a car crash.
"Never walk again?" Jenny repeated.
She stared at her mother, numb.
"That's what they say," her mother repeated. There were dark lines in her face, gloom in her deep irises.
Jenny nodded, but not because she understood or accepted the information she'd been given, only to acknowledge she'd heard. Tears streamed down her cheeks, and her lip trembled.
"Shh, I know." Her mother leaned over her, wiping her tears.
After a minute, when Jenny didn't respond, her mother continued. "Kara is here, too, down in the cafeteria with Dad. I'm so glad you're finally awake. We've been worried sick."
The weeks that followed were painful in every possible way. Jenny was moved to a rehab center. All the tiny scratches on her face and legs healed, and the bruises faded away.
For a short time, Jenny clung to the hope that her paralysis might one day go away, and her life as it was, would return.
Physical therapists and nurses visited, and forced her to sit up and do things she didn't want to do. Doctors and psychiatrists visited, asked her questions she didn't want to answer, and told her things she didn't want to know. Her family visited every day, their perfectly whole bodies and reassuring smiles reminding her that she, alone, was broken.
Gordon stood with her for a few months, but Jenny knew their relationship was over. She could feel her boyfriend drifting away from her, like a boat at the end of a long rope. He finally went to college leaving her behind.
Jenny fought the release, as long as she could. Going home meant starting the rest of her life. It meant accepting her broken body as unfixable, that what had happened to her-- was permanent.
After some months, against her wishes, Jenny was wheeled out to her home.
Her family gave her a motorized chair and a manual one, and a lot of recommendations she barely listened to.
"Look, Jenny," Gordon said with a sad expression on his face, bringing Jenny back to reality. "We are not the same people we were before we climbed into that car. Nothing is going to be the same. I'll walk with a limp for the rest of my days."
Jenny opened her mouth to interrupt him--or perhaps more likely to contradict him, but he carried on. "I know it's not the same... But the fact still remains, that everything we planned together is never going to happen. I'm already in college. If I stay with you, it would be only out of pity..."
"Don't you dare pity me! Don't you ever dare! I pity you, Gordon Timms!" Jenny spat on his face. "Go!"
Gordon looked at the floor, embarrassed.
"I am aware I am being shallow and just thoroughly unworthy of you. I am not good enough for you, Jenny. I pray and hope you can find a better man."
"JUST GO!"
Gordon turned around and dragged his feet to the front door.
Jenny held her tears back, 'til her ex-boyfriend closed the door behind him.
As soon as he left, her body was wracked with gasps, as she cried her heart out.
Kara ran down the stairs and hugged her sister tight, cursing Gordon to the top of her lungs.
Jenny cried for hours, until she ran out of tears.
CHAPTER 2
Once Jenny was done with rehab, she went through all the stages of grief. She had suffered a profound loss and life-changing injuries.
All her dreams had been crushed along with her legs.
She'd be the girl in the wheelchair for the rest of her life.
Jenny had been part of the gymnastics team, when she was in high school. She even had accepted a scholarship to study at Seattle Pacific University. Her future looked bright - until the car accident changed everything.
She had to relearn how to do many things from a wheelchair. She never anticipated the paralyzing fear she felt, when she forced her body to perform relatively simple tasks, like taking a shower or going to the toilet.
She got a lot of support and love from her family, especially from Kara, but nobody told her how frustrating it would be to be reliant on others. She was pampered by her overprotective parents. Truth was, she depended on them for many things as to help move her from her chair to the backseat of a car so she could attend doctor appointments or rehab.
Harry Potter had a cloak that rendered him invisible. Now, Jenny rolled around in the Chair of Invisibility. It appeared that once she sat in her wheelchair, she was no longer visible to other human beings.
One day, Jenny and Kara were at Starbucks. Jenny ordered tea for both of them, and the barista tried to confirm the order with Kara. Her sister just pointed at Jenny and said, "Talk to her, you idiot! She's the one who is ordering."
Once they were at their table, Kara asked Jenny, "Why do people keep talking to me, and not you?"
Jenny just looked at her sister and said, "You are so naive. It's the chair."
Kara's eyes went big and she exclaimed, "Are you serious?" She couldn't believe that a set of wheels could make people ignore her sister.
Jenny learned quickly that people were acutely uncomfortable when faced with illness, injury, or incapacity. People mostly ignored or pretended not to notice her. They couldn't help it. To alleviate the discomfort they looked away and then rendered themselves more uncomfortable because they knew this wasn't an appropriate action either.
All her friends from high school had moved on with their lives, leaving the handicapped girl behind. It was time for her to move on, too.
Jenny decided to go to college and became a high school teacher. Luckily, her younger sister attended the same college as her.
College was a lonely experience, even when Kara and Jenny rented an apartment to be together. She felt ignored and isolated again by her peers. She also faced many accessibility challenges. Kara was there for her, but she had her own classes to attend and her own social life to lead. So, Jenny was reluctant to rely heavily on her to help her.
Jenny found the expectation to fit into university nightlife culture to be a lonely experience. Most of the nights she was on her own because she physically couldn't do what her friends were doing.
The good thing was that, away from her parents, she learned to do things by herself, like to get in or out of the wheelchair by herself. The independence associated with that skill was astronomical. No longer did she have to buzz for Kara to help her out of bed, or to wait for her assistance to get into a car after a class. She could do it all by herself. She could even go to the bathroom by herself.
She felt so incredibly relieved when she got her degree.
When Jenny returned home from college, she couldn't go back to the way things had been with her parents. She was an independent person now; she would never let others perform any task for her, if she could do it herself.
Both sisters decided to live together in a one-level house, in which they installed ramps for wheelchair access.
Moving out of their house was Jenny's attempt to regain privacy and hide from her overbearing parents.
With a college teaching degree now under her belt, she found a job at Middletown High. Mr. Livingston, the school's principal, welcomed her with open arms.
"Disabled teachers are an essential resource. They are role models for disabled pupils, and help to prepare all students for life in a diverse society," he told her.
Thing was, Jenny never wanted to be a role model. It made her uncomfortable.
She got nothing but support from her colleagues and students. However, they couldn't avoid the pitying looks when they watched her move her chair along.
A disabled person was seen as a pitiful person in our society. When she laughed, she used to overhear other teachers saying, "How nice she is laughing despite..."
Her social life wasn't going anywhere, either. Her disability made people shy away from asking her to join them, for fear of making her feel uncomfortable or pressured. No one wanted to make the 'disabled girl' say, "No, I can't do that." When Jenny was not invited because people worried about how it would make her feel, she felt even worse and more disabled.
She would rather be allowed to say, "No, I can't," than miss the chance to participate.
So, at school, Jenny preferred to stay away from everyone. Most days, she'd have the kitchen make her a sandwich before lunch recess so she could enjoy being out there with the kids watching them play. All she could think of was if she ever would be able to have a family of her own.
One of Jenny's biggest fears was remaining single for the remainder of her life. In daily life, she pretended to be independent and confident, but it was all a lie. Her self-esteem had taken a beating when it came to anything dealing with dating.
She wanted nothing more in life, than to get married and have a family of her own. But she knew it would be almost an impossible dream.
What kind of man would consider falling in love and getting married to a girl in a wheelchair?
***
"You want me to do what?" Jenny frowned at her sister's words.
"I said you should try a dating app," Kara repeated in a serious tone. "There are still a few good men out there. They can match you up by location."
Jenny was shaking her head and barely listening to her sister.
"No way, Kara."
"Why not?"
"Hello! I am in a wheelchair," she said pointing her hands to her useless legs.
"So what? Are you going to give up having a love life?"
"I am undateable."
"No, you are not. You got stuck in a vision of yourself as undesirable. You couldn't be more wrong.
"You have a lot of qualities, Sis. More qualities than any girl I know. You're smart. You're brave. You're funny. You're a nice person. You're a devoted teacher and your students love you. Any guy would be lucky to have a woman like you."
"You forgot to say I have great legs..." Jenny interrupted her sister and lifted her dress to expose her thin, scarred legs. "Oh, wait! I used to have great legs. They used to turn heads when I wore a short skirt. Now they are useless, and they look like toothpicks."
"Even so, I would date you if I were a guy or a lesbian."
"Eww, Sis!" Jenny shook her head. "Look, Kara, I appreciate what you're trying to do, but can you drop the subject? The dating ritual stinks. Picture this, I meet a guy, we chat and somehow we click. So we agree to meet in person. He puts on cologne, tests his breath, and wears his best clothes. He rings on the doorbell and waits for me to arrive. So, here I come... ta-da! She's in a fucking wheelchair! The next thing that happens is that I get to see his back, while he runs away as fast as he can. Hope is a luxury I gave up a long time ago. Nobody would ever find me attractive again."
"So are you going to give up on love? Not an option. Sorry. You never know, maybe you'll get lucky. "
"What's your interest in my love life, anyway?"
"Simple, I'm not going to take care of you when you get old and cranky, and need someone to wheel you from here to there. I intend to have a family of my own. So, you need a husband to do the job, and let me live my own life," Kara joked, punching her sister's arm.
Jokes apart, Kara had a point. She had been her rock since the accident, and she had been there for her any time she needed her. Jenny couldn't ask her sister to give up having her own life for her.
Jenny sighed in defeat.
"I suppose it won't hurt to try. But," Jenny raised a finger, "I'll disclose my disability on my profile, I'll include a picture of me in my wheelchair, and I'll give details as to what my disability will mean to the people I might date."
"You'll get a lot of matches. You'll see," Kara said, taking Jenny's hands, full of enthusiasm.
Kara set up a profile for her sister on a popular dating site and kept her fingers crossed.
However, the experience was not good at all. Jenny was ghosted, blocked, and got asked awkward and inappropriate questions.
"This also happens to girls that aren't in wheelchairs, Sis," Kara said, when Jenny shared with her sister her bad experiences after a few weeks.
"Yeah, I know. But it starts to become more than just a coincidence when it occurs multiple times. I never had any problem dating boys before being in a wheelchair. I feel an involuntary twist of my gut every time I'm called a 'cripple.' Better don't talk about the guys that are turned on by my disability!"
"Those are creepy," Kara conceded, shivering. "This world is sooo wrong! How can people judge someone so harshly and so completely without taking the time to get to know her?"
"Welcome to my world, Sis. Look, I appreciate the effort you put into this, but I've decided to delete my account. Nothing good came from it. I'm sorry."
"Let's try it one more time. We won't mention your disability on your profile and we'll post a headshot, instead of a picture of you in your wheelchair."
"I can't imagine what good would come from that. At some point, the guy is going to find out I'm in a wheelchair. I'd rather have a man not be interested in me right away, due to my disability, than to have him attracted by my fake profile, and then find out later I can't walk and cut off communication."
No one would date an unable-to-walk cripple. Who in his right mind would want something like that?
"What about a disabled people dating app--?"
"DON'T! Don't you even go there!" Jenny interrupted her sister, waving a finger in front of her face.
Kara could see in Jenny's eyes she was serious, so she dropped the subject.
"Well, you don't need to get upset, Jenny," Kara reached out to take her sister's hand. "I just want what's best for you."
"What's best for me is exactly what I'm already doing. I'm living my life one day at a time. I wake up, I get out of bed, and I breathe. I sit in my wheelchair. Every day. And every day I feel a little better than the day before. I don't need this right now."
CHAPTER 3
Jenny snuggled into the couch with her laptop and a cup of green tea. She logged into her game center and played all her moves within ten minutes. None of her book club buddies were online to return the favor--they were not like her. They had their own lives after sundown. Saturday night television sucked. She could watch a movie, or but had watched all the romantic movies available on Netflix.
She drummed her nails on the side of the computer.
"This takes pathetic and desperate to a new low." She keyed in the address one of her pals had forwarded.
'Online games for the friendly and the flirtatious,' the website's banner bragged. Ha! 'Online games for the homely and pathetic' was probably closer to the truth. And she was one of them.
"Lord, I'm so tired of being alone," she whispered.
Jenny set up a user ID and entered her basic profile information. A few clicks later, a list of open games popped up. Lots of animated avatars with big eyes and bigger boobs stared out from the screen.
"Ugh, lame," she muttered.
A cute manly black rose icon caught her attention, the perfect counter to her red sparkly one.
'Liam --male, twenty-seven, single, heterosexual, located in Tacoma', it read.
"Works for me," she murmured to herself.
Whatever Liam might be like in real life, he was an aggressive Scrabble player. Jenny respected that. Halfway through their game he played 'quartz' for one hundred forty-five points. She'd been playing Scrabble since the third grade, probably had thousands of games under her belt, but she'd never scored that high with a single word. The move was smoking, whether Liam was or not.



Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. To chat, or not to chat. Might as well... she was supposed to be friendly and flirtatious, right?
Smiling to herself, she typed her message in the chat pane and hit the send key before she could regret it.
"You're kicking my ass."
A reply popped up immediately. Jenny almost spilled her tea all over the screen as she laughed.
"Want me to kiss it better?"
His comment shouldn't have come as a surprise. The site was for playing games of the social kind, not just the wordy kind. Truth was, she'd been hoping for something more exciting than triple-word scores and bingos. Something dawned on her--he was flirting with her, and she kind of liked it.
"Ah, a sense of humor, too. I can get on board with that," she said aloud.
"Maybe. Depends on what type of kisser you are."
His reply came immediately.
"One who pays attention to the woman I'm kissing."
Jenny didn't need any fingers to count the number of guys Jenny had kissed since her accident.
"Then you have a very lucky girlfriend."
"Not currently. What I have are lonely lips."
His humor was kind of cute. Liam probably had a great personality and mutt-ugly looks, a diamond inside a lump of coal. Otherwise, why would he be hanging out online on a Saturday night? Playing Scrabble, no less.
She typed in her message with a smile on her face.
"Nice girls don't kiss on the first game board."
"That wasn't exactly a no. How many games do we have to play before I can kiss you?"
Jenny couldn't help but laugh. Liam was sassy.
"Don't worry, I'm clean. No viruses here. Your hard drive is safe," he added.
"Very witty. I like smart men."
"What a coincidence! I like smart girls." Liam's message popped up quickly, as the others had, and made her blush.
She should be feeling desperate to be chatting like this with a complete stranger. But she was having fun for the first time in a long time.
She could play the game and be flirty. Even if it went against her nature. "My thighs are hot... from the laptop. Does that count?"
"Definitely, my hot-thighed girl. Do you wear glasses?"
Because all nerds wore glasses, is that what he thought? She tsked at the screen while hitting Enter. "Only safety glasses."
"Interesting. I'm picturing you as a sexy construction worker of some kind."
"Close. At the club where I strip, my most popular routine involves a costume of safety glasses, a tool belt, and not much else." Jenny hit send on the enormous lie and giggled.
"Nice. Work boots or high heels?"
"Work boots, for authenticity. But with hot-pink, sparkly laces."
"I'd pay to see that."
Not a bad idea. Too bad she didn't have a real man to test it on. Or legs that worked...
"Too bad I'm not really an exotic dancer."
"I'll put my five-dollar bill away, but I'd still like to see your costume."
This was nothing more than fantasy talk from a faceless stranger. So why was her pulse jumping?
Because she hadn't been treated to this much flirtation since the accident.
She hurried to type a comeback. "For all you know, I might be the most hideous woman in the world, with three arms."
"Or I could be confined to a wheelchair for the rest of my life," Jenny thought with a pang of sadness.
Liam's reply appeared even quicker. "The extra arm could have its advantages."
Her laughter was startling against the silence of her room.
Liam played another word and an automated message popped up, declaring him the winner.
Saying congratulations seemed too formal after the chat they'd shared. And goodbye... well, she just didn't want to say that.
"You won."
"I did, mainly because you were on the other side of the board."
"Come on, I don't suck that much!"
"Not what I meant and you know it, Jenny. Are you as cute as you are funny?"
"Define cute."
"Cute as looking like Alexandra Daddario or Emma Watson."
"Sorry. I look average. Still want me to virtually kiss you?"
His message took longer to pop up than the previous ones --totally worth the wait. "Average is in the eye of the beholder. I bet your hair feels like silk around my fingers. And the back of your neck fits perfectly in my hand. Your skin is soft and warm... your pulse is pounding faster than before."
Jenny's hand moved to her throat. He was right, it was hammering like crazy.
Another message appeared on his side of the window. "And now you're blushing."
Her cheeks were on fire--he was right about that, too. "Everything makes me blush, it's a curse."
"No way. Blushing makes you irresistible. Your mouth is smooth and warm. Delicious, like fruit."
Jenny's head fell back as she closed her eyes, letting the fantasy wash over her. She touched her lips. They parted slightly, as if the tips of her fingers were his lips. It'd been so long since she'd had a real kiss.
She sent Liam an animated kiss, still smiling.
"Thanks for the kiss. I'm still shivering."
He sent her an animated kiss back that filled her screen.
"Well, this has been fun, but it's late and I have things to do early tomorrow..."
Jenny hated to admit it, but she was sad their chat was ending. For the first time since the accident--, she felt normal, and not like the girl in a wheelchair who everyone gave sad smiles.
"Why does it have to end? It could be the beginning of something," she typed, trying not to sound clingy or pathetic.
"The beginning of something? That would make a good song title. It's up to you, Jenny from MIddletown. This is my phone number."
Jenny hurried to add Liam's phone number to her contacts.
"Now you know how to find me. The ball is in your court. Goodnight."
Then, he was gone.
She felt a warm feeling all over her. A feeling she hadn't felt in a long time. Chatting with Liam had made her happy.
Liam might be that ordinary-looking guy nobody gives a second glance. He might be the ugly guy everybody stares at because they can't look away. Whatever his appearance, she was into him. Entirely, anonymously into him.
CHAPTER 4
"It's cold to be outside," a voice said, at Jenny's back. "We could have snow falling before midnight."
Jenny stopped typing on her phone and turned around to find Georgina Eastland, the gym teacher smiling at her.
Jenny shrugged, "I prefer the cold rather than the looks of pity."
"They mean well. I assure you," Georgina said. "Most of the teachers are good people. Just give them some time"
Jenny nodded, "I know, but even so, I prefer to be alone."
"I remember you, Jenny Craig. You used to be part of the gymnastics team."
"Actually, I was the captain. It seems it happened in another life," Jenny looked Georgina in the eyes, and added, "I remember you, too. You used to be a very different person when I was a student."
"I was a true bitch, you can say it," Georgina's smile grew wider.
Both women laughed.
"Finding the love of my life changed me for the best," Georgina confessed.
Jenny nodded and ate a bite of her sandwich.
"Would you mind if I sit on your side?" Georgina pointed at the empty bench beside Jenny's wheelchair.
Jenny shook her head.
"Who is he?" Georgina added, tilting her chin at Jenny's phone.
"Who is who?" Jenny asked, trying to hide the phone from Georgina's view.
"Whoever has had you smiling for the last few minutes," Georgina nodded toward the phone, gripped tightly in Jenny's hand. "You have barely touched your sandwich. I recognize the symptoms-- you're lovesick."
Jenny bit her bottom lip, doubting. The question felt awkward coming from a colleague who was merely an acquaintance, but it didn't. She needed a fresh perspective.
"You can tell me to just mind my own business, if I am being nosy," Georgina added.
Jenny still doubted.
"Sometimes, it's easier to open up to a stranger, than tell a friend or a family member, and deal with their expectations," Georgina added.
"You're right about that." Jenny closed her eyes for a moment, and when she opened them up, she had made a decision.
"I chatted with a stranger last night," she blurted out. "I had fun... I haven't had much fun since..."
"Since you end up in a wheelchair," Georgina completed the sentence for her. Jenny blushed and nodded.
"He is funny, witty, and makes me laugh."
"Sounds like a good start. My husband Daniel is pretty much like that."
"He doesn't know I am a handicapped person. We chatted, and he flirted with me. It made me feel... Jenny. Not the girl in a wheelchair."
"I can imagine how you feel. I was labeled, too in the past. It's hard for people to see beyond that label."
Jenny sighed. "Let me tell you a brutal truth. The chances of a man freaking out based on my disability are highly probable. It's sad, unfair, and disrespectful, but it is true."
Georgina nodded and squeezed Jenny's hand.
"Why didn't you tell him you are in a wheelchair?"
Jenny shrugged. "I was having fun and didn't want to ruin the moment. Besides, he was a stranger I chatted with online."
"Which means you'll probably never chat with him again."
"Well, the thing is he gave me his number."
"Oh! He is interested in you. Are you going to call him?"
Jenny twisted her mouth. "That's the sixty-four-thousand-dollar question."
Georgina placed her hand on hers. "I'm going to confess something to you, I never told anyone. When I first met my husband, I gave him my number, but he never called me. He was gun-shy when it came to women. Fortunately, he had given me his full name, so I looked for him. I only had to call twenty Daniel Cohens in the area before finding him."
Both women laughed.
"Was he surprised?"
"He was. Big time. He never thought a woman like me would be interested in a guy like him."
"Why?"
"He defines himself as a nerd. He also looks like one."
"I see."
"However, once we got past the initial awkwardness, our relationship blossomed. If you allow me to offer you a piece of unsolicited advice, don't let your fears stand in the way of your dreams. Taking the risk is the first step. As the old saying goes 'Everything you want is usually on the other side of fear.'"
Jenny thought about what Georgina said. She couldn't let her fears rule her. It was time she grew a backbone and took a risk.
"What if I get attracted to him, and then he rejects me because I'm in a wheelchair-- as it'll probably happen?"
"You don't know what is going to happen in life. You just don't. It can be something bad, sure, but it can also be something good. I suggest you disclose your disability before getting to that point. Pick a good time when both of you are in tune with each other's thoughts and calmly say, 'I have been meaning to tell you something really important but I didn't know how to start.' Then, tell him about your disability and keep an open option for him to decide whether he wants to date you or stop seeing you. Keep it open-ended so that you don't have to be the one who gets rejected. Also mention that whatever he decides would be acceptable to you."
"That was a good piece of unsolicited advice," Jenny smiled at Georgina. "Thank you."
"You're welcome. I'm not in a wheelchair, but I did have a past to disclose. You probably heard about it..."
Jenny did have heard some rumors about Georgina's wild past, but she made a non-committal gesture.
"Luckily for me, my Daniel didn't give up on me."
"You can count yourself among the lucky ones," Jenny sighed, remembering her last conversation with her ex-boyfriend.
"I do."
That night, when Jenny went to bed, she had a nightmare.
A girl was sitting in a wheelchair. She couldn't see her face well from where she was standing, but she was stretching out her arms to her as if she was silently imploring Jenny to help her. She did not, or could not speak. As Jenny tried to walk towards her, her legs turned to jelly. She couldn't move. She crawled towards the girl in the wheelchair but the nearer she got, the more she seemed to recede...
Her eyes tried to suck Jenny in, like two bottomless black holes. Abruptly, though, she could now hear some of the girl's words. "Help me please, I beg you... don't know what's happening to me.... so frightened..."
Jenny awoke suddenly, tangled in stale bedclothes, soaked in sweat, and her heart racing.
CHAPTER 5
"Who is this?" a male voice asked. Liam had a sexy voice, deep and rich.
Jenny's heart was pounding. It was late at night, when she finally gathered the courage to call Liam.
"Umm... Jenny."
"Who?"
"Scrabble girl..." Jenny said, and quickly added. "Not sure if you remember me, we played..."
"I do remember you," he interrupted her. "The exotic dancer in glittering work boots. Getting ready to strip for strangers?" Liam laughed, and his laugh made Jenny feel warm inside.
"Actually, I work as a teacher," she said, blushing.
"What a coincidence! I'm a teacher, too; a music teacher. You took me by surprise. I was expecting a call from my principal. You're not Mr. Fullerton, are you?"
"Do I sound like a Mr. Fullerton to you?"
He chuckled, and Jenny felt it all over her body. "No. You sound much cuter than him."
"So you think Mr. Fullerton is somewhat cute?"
"Ah, a sense of humor, too. I can get on board with that."
Something dawned on Jenny: Liam was flirting with her again, and she liked it.
"Oh, you bad boy! You got called to the principal's office!"
"I was a very good student. He's calling me because he invited me to anchor a school function. I am not much interested in anchoring, so my guess is that Mr. Fullerton thinks that if he bugs me when I'm home on a Friday night I might say yes."
"My principal, Mr. Livingston, is much nicer than him, but just as relentless. For the record, I was a good student, too. I called you because I wanted to thank you for the other night. I was feeling kind of down and you cheered me up."
"You're welcome. May I ask why you were feeling down, Jenny?"
That was it. Her chance to come clean and disclose her disability with Liam. But Jenny wasn't ready to face the potential end of their growing friendship. She liked too much the way Liam flirted with her and made her feel like a woman again.
"Are we getting personal now, Liam?"
"Is that a personal question?"
"Depends on my answer, doesn't it?"
"I suppose it does."
They were quiet, a long silence.
"Liam?" Jenny checked to see if he was still on the line.
"Yes?"
"I like talking with you."
"Good, because I like talking with you, too."
Liam already felt like an old friend.
"I have a question for you," he said.
"Oh, we are in the asking-questions stage of our relationship now?" she teased him.
"I didn't know we were in any kind of relationship?" he answered back.
"Shit!" she muttered, she couldn't let her guard down like this.
"We shared a virtual kiss. Did our pixel kiss mean anything to you?" she shot back, pretending to be hurt.
"You're right. We did. It meant a lot to me. I can still feel your pixels on my virtual lips. Back to my question, how come when I order a large pizza for myself I receive one of 'those' looks from the delivery guy?"
"Well, I imagine you're answering the door in your pajamas with uncombed hair, so you appear all sad and heartsick... Or a creeper... Or as a fat nerd...," she suggested, curious about how he looked.
"I would take offense, but you're probably right."
"Probably?"
"Except for the fat part. I'll show you."
Jenny's phone pinged, and she opened up the message to see a pic of Liam's tummy.
He didn't have a six-pack, but he wasn't fat either.
"OH MY GOSH! I can't believe you sent me that," she squealed. Her laughter was evident in her voice.
"You were fishing for information about my tummy so I obliged," he explained. "What do you think? Am I fat or not?"
"You're not. Just to be clear, I didn't say you were fat. I suggested it as an option. But you're definitely a creeper," she snorted.
"I am not a creeper."
"Yeah, well, that's exactly what a creeper would say."
"You have a point there. I'll guess you'll have to take the risk."
"So far, you've been worth the risk."
"Aww! How sweet of you to say that. Are you trying to make my tummy blush, Jenny?"
"I don't think that's possible," Jenny replied.
"It's blushing right now,"
"I won't apologize for that."
"Look, Jenny, I'd love to keep creeping you out, but I'm still waiting for a call from Mr. Fullerton and I have to come up with a good excuse to say no. By the way, I think you're very brave because I'd never strike up a conversation with a stranger."
"We're not strangers anymore, are we?"
"No, we are not."
"Now the ball is in your court, Liam."
"Noted. Sweet dreams, Jenny."
"Sweet dreams, Liam."
Jenny stood on the line for several beats, until he finally disconnected the call.
A tiny hope sparked inside her.
CHAPTER 6
Jenny rolled over at the sound of her phone going off. Glancing at the bedside clock, she noted it was after eleven.
"What the..." she exclaimed.
She had no idea who could be texting her because most of the people she knew would be asleep by now, especially on a Sunday night.
She swiped open her screen and a smile overtook her face in an instant. It was a text from Liam.
"Why is it I've spent the last two days trying to fall asleep and I can't because all I can think about is you?
"Duh! Because I'm so very charming," Jenny typed.
"No self-esteem problems, I see. Are you in bed now?" The text ended with an emoji doing an eyebrow wiggle.
"I usually go to bed early on Sunday. I have to work tomorrow."
He sent an emoji with the tongue out and two hearts instead of eyes, and the text, "I'm thinking about you in bed."
"Liam! Are you trying to start a sexting convo?" Jenny typed. Her cheeks were burning.
"What? No! Unless you want it, of course. That did come out creepy, huh?"
"See? I told you you're a creeper."
"Cat's out of the bag now..."
"Why are you thinking about me?"
"I suppose I could have been more specific. All I can think about is buying some beer to go with my leftover pizza. I thought it'd be nice to have someone to share it with."
"There's such a thing as leftover pizza?" Jenny typed back.
"Are you trying to make me fall in love with you, Jenny?"
"Depends on if it's working or not," Jenny felt as if another girl would have possessed her fingers.
She realized she had forgotten completely about being in a wheelchair. She felt like the old Jenny again. Liam treated her like a woman. Would he change if he knew she couldn't walk?
"Smooth. For the record, it is working."
Jenny's heart skipped a beat when she read the text.
"Prepare yourself for daily texts," Liam added.
"I can live with that," Jenny hurried to type back.
Jenny could imagine Liam smiling as he typed. Maybe thinking "Let's see what she writes back about this?"
"Do you do this with everyone? Climb inside their heads and psych them out?" she typed.
"Is that what's happening? What exactly am I doing that's wigging you out?"
"Now my stupid brain says, 'you're making him fall in love with you. Don't screw this up or it's bye-bye.' So you're going to let me get all attached and then... boom, rip that rug right out from under me, huh?"
Somehow, Jenny had managed to let her fears out. She needed Liam. At this moment, he was a lifesaver in a sea of turmoil. She didn't want to lose him.
"Are you finished? You should know by now we're practically besties."
"Sorry. Sometimes I get a little crazy," she admitted.
"Just a little? That was creepy!"
"Will you hold it against me?"
"I will. So, my new BFF, what else should I know about you?"
"My life is basically working, working some more, Netflix, takeaway, and some online Scrabble with a mysterious stranger every now and then," she typed, leaving out her daily routine of exercises.



"So... you have no life?"
"Liam is right about me. I am boring," she thought.
"Hey, whoa! I didn't say that."
"You didn't have to."
"And, pray tell, what are YOUR oh-so-incredible hobbies?"
"Does eating pizza count as a hobby?"
"More than a hobby is an unhealthy way of killing yourself slowly."
"Well, I ride my bicycle to work every day. So I burn a lot of calories while pedaling. I also take the stairs instead of the elevator."
Jenny couldn't help but think that she would never ride a bicycle again. She would never be able to ride along with Liam if they ever met.
"My other hobbies are reading classic books, playing guitar and singing. I love music. I had a rock band in high school. We were pretty good. We had our fifteen minutes of fame."
"So what happened?"
"Life happened."
Liam's answer was surprisingly short. She sensed there was more to it, but opted for a non-committal comment.
"'Life is what happens to you while you're busy making other plans,'" Jenny typed. "Sadly life has a way of ruining our dreams."
"It sounds like you're talking by experience."
"No, no, no. I won't go there!" a voice screamed in her mind. It was amazing how easily she let her guard down when she was chatting with Liam. She opted for a generic answer again.
"We all have had our fair share of bad experiences."
"True. Some more than others."
She could have asked Liam what happened to him, but she knew it was a question that would come back to her, and she wasn't ready to disclose her disability. Not yet.
"Liam, I'm enjoying our exchange, but it's way past midnight and I need to get some sleep."
"You're spoiling all the fun, but you're right. Can you do me one last favor?"
"What is it?"
"Could you play this song? I like the idea of both of us falling asleep listening to the same song."
A YouTube link followed, and Jenny clicked on it. An old jazz tune started playing.
"Fly me to the moon, let me play among the stars..." Sinatra sang.
"Sweet dreams, Jenny."
"You are all I long for all I worship and adore..."
"Sweet dreams, Liam."
CHAPTER 7
Jenny had a hard time concentrating on her classes. Liam was always in her thoughts. They messaged and talked on the phone for weeks. They had so much fun together, talking about everything and nothing and laughing about everything and nothing.
Jenny rolled her chair to join the lunch queue at the cafeteria. She had learned how to maneuver her wheelchair into the line, survey the food, make a selection, and roll her chair back to her classroom. Weather was too chilly to be outside.
She had trouble deciding what she would have for dessert, so she took her phone out of her purse and texted Liam.
"Are you on your lunch break?"
"Yep. Good timing."
"I need your help. Cake, brownies, ice cream? GO!
"What?"
"Pick one! Hurry! A queue is forming behind me!"
"Ah, tough call. How about... a brownie cake with ice cream?"
"I think I just came."
"I am known for my skills."
"Stop it! I'm in my school. Save that talk for later."
"Wait...really?" He added an emoji with eyes opened with surprise.
"OMG! Of course not, pervert!"
"YOU STARTED IT!"
"I need you to pick between cake, brownies, and ice cream."
"Umm...brownies. With chocolate and vanilla ice cream on top. Chocolate sauce drizzled over it. And sprinkles."
"I hate you. I put it all in my cart. It will be your fault when I fall into a sugar coma."
"You can thank me later."
"You promise to come to my funeral?"
"I'll recount all the marvelous memories we've had together, including where I gently pushed you to feast upon magical desserts. I'll lean down to your casket and whisper, 'You're welcome.'"
Jenny picked up the brownie and apologized to the students behind her, and wheeled herself back to her class.
"You are incredibly exhausting," she typed.
"But still awesome."
Liam always managed to make her smile, or laugh like she was laughing now, leaning helplessly against her phone.
"And humble. We can't forget that one. Did you pick the brownie?" he asked her.
Jennie took a photo of the half-eaten brownie and sent it to Liam.
"Are we starting a sex convo? Okay, you showed me yours, I'll show you mine."
Jenny's phone pinged and she cautiously opened the attachment to see a picture of a tongue licking a cone of ice cream. Below the pic, it read, "BESTIES FOR LIFE."
"Are you talking about the ice cream or us?"
"Ummm... Tough choice. Can it be both?"
"No, pick one."
"You're killing me, Jenny. What kind of ice cream are we talking about?"
Jenny laughed and typed, "Oh, my God! You are impossible!"
"I know! I stay up chatting with a beautiful girl I met online, and sleep through all my classes the next day."
"How do you know I am beautiful? I could be a hideous hag with a face reminiscent of a frog's behind!"
"I don't need to see you to know you are beautiful. How could you be hideous with such a kind heart and beautiful voice?"
Jenny's heart jumped a little. "Could it be true? Could Liam love her for her soul? Wouldn't he mind her useless legs?"
"You say that because you're trying to get inside my panties," Jenny typed with trembling fingers.
"Is it working?" he replied. She laughed at that, and sent an emoji rolling its eyes.
"Well, it may work on other girls, but you need another angle with me."
"What do you mean?"
"It means that I like romance."
"Romance, huh? Maybe it's time to meet face-to-face. It's hard to romance someone on the phone."
A quiver of panic ran through Jenny's body. She put her hand to her chest and felt the pounding beneath her palm. She could barely breathe.
Liam had no idea how badly she wanted to meet him in person. She had never met anyone like him. She realized she had fallen for him. How could she not? He was nice and witty. He had a sense of humor, something she appreciated, and he was honest.
"Far more honest than I am," she thought
They couldn't meet in person, not yet.
She had to find a valid reason to postpone their meeting. She watched through the window. The chilly wind was shaking the empty branches of a tree.
"The weather is so unpredictable in winter around here. I wouldn't want you to get stuck in the snow, or get a cold," she finally typed.
It was a lame excuse and she knew it. Liam wouldn't mind the cold. She wouldn't either if roles were reversed.
Her heart sank when she read his message.
"Okay, Jenny, the ball is in your court now. I have to go. Bye."
Obviously, Liam didn't believe her. For that, she could hardly blame him. She wouldn't believe herself either.
She had hurt him. She hated herself for that. And for being such a coward.
CHAPTER 8
A couple of weeks later, Kara entered Jenny's room and sat on her bed. Jenny quickly hid her phone from her.
"Come on, Sis. Spill it!"
"What do you mean?" Jenny asked, trying to act innocent.
"You don't fool me one bit. Time to come clean. This is the happiest I have seen you since the accident. Who is he?"
"Who is who?" Jenny said, still trying to act as if nothing unusual was happening.
Kara snorted. "The guy who has you all smiley."
Jenny knew she couldn't fool her sister.
"His name is Liam. He is just someone who met online."
"Aha! So there was someone!" Kara beamed at her sister. "And, you're..."
"Texting," Jenny completed the sentence.
"Just texting? Wait--have you ever seen a pic of this guy?"
"No. We haven't exchanged pictures. He didn't ask for one, so I didn't either."
"Why not?"
Jenny pointed at her legs. "Because I don't want to ruin things between us."
"You didn't tell him you're in a wheelchair," Kara said, shaking her head. The tone of her voice was accusing.
Jenny looked at the floor, "No, I didn't."
"Jen, you care about this guy."
"I do, but I told you, he is just a friend."
"Yeah, right. And I'm just your roommate. If you want to be happy, you need to start being honest with yourself, Jen. You have feelings for this guy."
Jenny shrugged, admitting nothing. This was the reason why Jenny hadn't told Kara about Liam. She wanted him to be her secret. She didn't want the family's comments. She wanted to keep Liam all to herself.
However, Kara was right. There was this pull to Liam. He made her feel special. He was the one she turned to when she needed a laugh. He made her heart race with anticipation any time she talked or texted with him.
He was the first person she texted in the morning when she woke up, the last person she texted before she went to sleep
"Earth to Jen."
"I'm sorry, Sis. I zoned out for a moment."
"I asked you how exactly did you start this... texting relationship with this mystery guy?"
"I met him playing Scrabble online. We clicked, and he gave me his phone number. I called him and, well, we started chatting and talking- It has been going on for weeks now."
"Texting like... naughty stuff? Please, Jen, remember this person you meet online, however familiar he may seem to you, is a stranger"
Jenny pushed her sister, laughing, "No, not naughty stuff. Normal things. We share jokes, and thoughts, and music links. He helps decide what to have for dessert at school."
"You were always terrible at that," Kara said.
"I know. We're having fun, keeping it casual, not labeling anything--not that there is anything to label. We're--"
"Getting to know each other?"
"That sounds about right."
"Is he single?"
"I think so. His Scrabble game profile stated he was." Jenny made a mental note to bring up the subject the next time she talked with Liam.
"Not the most reliable source of information about a person. Most people lie about themselves online."
Jenny sighed. Kara was right. She was living proof of that.
"Are you going to meet him?" Kara asked.
"I don't know. I have mixed feelings about it. On one hand, I feel I want to meet him in person and see what will happen, but on the other, I'm afraid to cross that line. I'm... I'm afraid of being rejected again."
"Awww, Sis," Kara hugged her sister tightly. "If he already knows the amazing person you are, he won't mind you being in a wheelchair."
Jenny was now on the brink of tears. "How can you be sure about that?"
Kara sighed. "Just a hunch. But, you need to come clean with him asap."
CHAPTER 9
It was Saturday night and Jenny was in her room, lying on her back, listening to some music links Liam had sent her. She couldn't help but check her phone every five minutes waiting for a text from Liam. She had sent him a brief text a couple of hours ago, just a 'Hey! Are you up for a game of Scrabble?', and had been waiting for a reply since then.
"I'm pathetic," she said aloud, "Why don't I just call him?"
She gathered some courage and hit the icon. The phone rang a couple of times before Liam picked it up. There was a lot of background noise. It sounded like he was at a party.
"Hi, Jenny," he yelled. "Let me look for a quiet corner."
It was a miracle she could hear him over whatever was going on in the background.
"Hi, again. I went out to get some fresh air. How are you?"
"Bored," she said honestly.
"There is nothing inherently wrong with being bored. Believe it or not, I'm bored too."
"It doesn't sound like you're bored."
"I am hanging out at a bar with some colleagues from work. If not, I'd love to get bored with you. Between you and me, crowded and smoky bars are not my scene. Never have been, but they think I need to get out and get back in the saddle after my breakup."
That piece of news caught Jenny's attention. It was an encouraging detail.
"Stop it, you idiot! Hope is a luxury you can't afford. You and Liam will never be together as a couple!" a voice yelled in her head.
"I went through one of those, too. Is it something recent?" she asked, trying not to sound too interested.
Liam's voice sounded more serious than his usual self. "Ish? The night you first called me was when we broke up."
"Oh, I'm sorry to hear that. Who broke up with whom?"
"She did."
"May I ask what went wrong?"
"It's a long, fascinating story. Perhaps I'll tell you about it another time." Liam's voice had recovered his usual playful tone. "Your interest in my love life is cute, Jenny. Are you already falling for me?"
"YES!" she screamed in her mind. "Not exactly. I'm looking for a boy toy, and I was checking if you could apply for the role."
"Boy toy! Interesting... Maybe we could strip together at your club."
They both laughed.
Jenny heard the sound of steps, and then a slurred male voice saying, "Liam, stop looking at your phone and be in the moment with us, man. You've barely downed three drinks in the hour since we arrived."
She heard Liam's voice saying, "I'll be with you in a minute, Andrew." Then, he whispered, "Sorry about that, Jen. These idiots brought me out. Deemed it 'good for me'."
She loved when he called her Jen. Made her feel special.
"Help you heal your broken heart with alcohol?" Jenny offered.
"Supposedly. Every time I try to explain to them that I'm fine and feel good about the split, it's a waste of breath. Shit! That sounded horrible. I didn't mean it like I don't care or anything like that. It's--"
"I know exactly what you meant, Liam. I'm the last person you need to explain anything to. I understand."
"Thank you. I felt like an ass for a moment there."
"Just a moment?" she teased him.
Liam ignored her jab and asked. "So, you went through a recent breakup, too?"
"A breakup, yes. Not so recent though." Jenny pressed her lips together as if forcing herself to not say anything else. "Are you behaving yourself?"
"Define 'behaving.'"
"Not doing shots off the waitress's stomach. Not making out with a strange woman that turns out to be a man. Getting a weird tattoo."
"That's quite a list. The answers are no, no, and hell no. Did that last one happen to you?"
"I had to witness it, if that counts for anything. A girl I met in college was a bit... let's say social."
"I'm mainly babysitting here tonight. I plan to drag my colleague's asses out of here at a decent time. After taking pics, of course. I plan to use them to blackmail them. I'm still refusing to anchor."
"You're evil," she giggled.
Before Liam could answer, a male voice sounded loud and clear again, "Could you drop that darn phone, Liam? Here, have another drink..."
Jenny heard a muffled sound of struggle and then the call ended.
There was a knock on Jenny's room's door, and she said, "Come on in, Kara."
"Are you okay? I heard you talking and I came to check on you."
"Yeah, I was talking with Liam," Jenny's face lit up with a smile. "He told me he likes to get bored with me."
"Wow. Sounds like a keeper," Kara exclaimed, sarcasm dripping from her voice. "What kind of man tells a girl she's boring? How will that help him score any points?"
Jenny smiled at her younger sister. "One, Liam is not trying to jump into my pants, so there's no need to score points. Two, it was a compliment. He knows I like stuff other people find boring, like staying at home cuddled up on the couch watching a chick flick surrounded by junk food. I'm not wild. Not anymore. I like to read. I play games online. I like being bored. It's... comforting. One day you'll get it, Sis."
"I always did like how comfortable in your skin you are. You never try to come up with something clever when people ask about your life," Kara said proudly.
"Thank you, Sis." Both sisters hugged tightly. "I could never thank you enough for everything you have done for me."
Kara playfully punched Jenny's arm. "That's what younger sisters are for."
Jenny's phone started ringing again, and Jenny saw it was Liam.
For a moment, all she could hear was a chorus of male voices chanting in unison, "Shots, shots, shots!"
"Liam, are you there? Liam!" Jenny screamed into the phone.
"Hey, gorgeous," he greeted her. His tone was amused, his voice slurred and drowsy.
"Liam, be a dear and grab our shots," a female voice asked. Jenny felt a pang of jealousy that reverberated through her entire being.
"I'll puke if I have another shot, Sandra."
"That's not an excuse. You never go out. This is supposed to be your night out to forget that snob idiot who dumped your ass," Sandra insisted. "Andrew get two more shots!"
"Can you give me some privacy, Sandra, I'm on a call."
Jenny heard background noise for a couple of seconds.
"Hi, Jen. Sorry about that. Pray for me. Sandra wants to do shots," Liam sounded positively drunk. "She is the gym teacher."
"Shots are never a smart idea. Listen, Liam. Do you have a designated driver?"
Liam made a pause as if he was looking around, and then he said, "I think he passed out. Don't worry. I'll manage to get home."
"No, no, no, no! This is all wrong!" Jenny exclaimed.
"Jenny, you need to tell him," Kara whispered to her sister.
Jenny nodded.
"Liam, listen to me. Pay attention, please! This is serious. A friend of mine was in the same situation you are in now. She and her friends went out and got drunk. One of them got behind the wheel. He was in no condition to drive. None of them put on their seat belts. There was an accident. The driver killed himself and my friend ended up in a wheelchair. She was paralyzed because no one had the guts to say 'No, you're not okay to drive.'"
Kara caught Jenny's eye and mouthed, 'Coward.'
Jenny ignored her sister.
"Liam, did you hear what I said?" She asked, raising her voice.
"Yes, Mom, I heard you!" he laughed a drunken laugh. "If you drink, don't drive."
"That's right. You should call a cab. And let me know when you get home."
"Will do."
"Promise?"
"Promise... Where is my wallet?!"
"Liam, what's going on?"
"I can't find my wallet! I had it in my back pocket!" Liam's voice sounded agitated.
Jenny heard a slurred male voice say over the speaker "I'll drive you home, Liam. It's just a few blocks."
"NO! YOU ARE NOT CLIMBING INTO THAT CAR!" Jenny screamed.
"Okay... Sorry, Andrew, my mom doesn't let me ride with you..." Liam said to this Andrew guy.
"Where are you, Liam?" Jenny asked.
"Why? Are you coming to fetch me? How do you know we even live in the same state?"
"We do. You live in Tacoma. The Scrabble game, remember? Besides, I can see your area code on my phone. We aren't that far from one another."
"No way? I never even thought to investigate," Liam slurred. "Clever girl."
"Now, where exactly are you?"
"The Mule Tavern, Mom."
"Give me five minutes."
The noise of the bar came back in full force. Jenny looked at her sister and she went out of the room to grab her phone. Kara came back in a minute and whispered, "It's done."
"Listen, Liam, a cabbie will be there in five minutes. He'll help you get you and your colleagues in the car. The fare and tip are all taken care of. If he doesn't arrive, call me and I'll handle it."
"Jenny, you didn't have to do that!" Liam's voice sounded more alert now.
"Are you kidding me? Did you hear what I told you? I wasn't going to let you climb in a car full of drunkards, so I went with the next best option."
"You'd have driven all the way here just to take me home?
"In a damn heartbeat."
"You're sweet..." he slurred. "Oh, the cab is here! Thank you, Jenny. I owe you one, sweetie."
The call ended and Jenny let out a sigh of relief.
"You did a good thing today," Kara approved. "Except for the part when you chickened out and didn't tell Liam that the girl in the accident was you."
"It wasn't the right time, Kara. He was drunk. He won't remember a thing tomorrow," Jenny looked away with shiny eyes.
"I won't argue with you about that, but you're playing with fire. The longer you wait, the more upset I think Liam will be. I don't think he'll appreciate finding out about your disability in your first meeting face to face."



Jenny knew her sister was right. She hated the thought of Liam not talking with her anymore. The end of their relationship, whatever it was, made her heartache.
CHAPTER 10
The familiar buzz of her phone alerted Jenny to a call. A smile formed because she knew who it was. She grabbed her phone, not hesitating to hit the green button next to Liam's name.
"Am I interrupting you?" Liam's sexy voice asked her.
"Not at all."
"It's Sunday night and I have a date..."
"A date? And who is the unfortunate woman?" Jenny asked with a pang of jealousy. "Someone you met last night?"
"No woman. A date with Netflix and takeout. Please tell me I'm not a horribly boring person."
As usual, Liam had managed to make her smile.
"You're only boring if I'm boring because I have the same plans."
"TWINSIES!"
"You sound like a twelve years old," she said, laughing a hard laugh.
"I have no problem with that. I am in touch with my inner child."
"You're very full of yourself."
"Or confident. Take your pick."
"That's great," Jenny wrote. "What does your inner child have to say about last night?"
"My head still hurts, the remnants of my raging hangover not yet gone. Speaking of which, I want to thank you for sending me that cab. It's good to know I have a guardian angel watching over me."
"You're very welcome."
"How's the girl doing?"
"What girl?"
"The girl in the story you told me. The one who ended up in a wheelchair."
Jenny's stomach jumped up in her throat. She couldn't keep on lying to Liam. He was going to find out the truth about her one way or another.
"Well... Somehow she managed to put her life back on track, but she'll never be the same."
"I can imagine. Being in a wheelchair is a life-changing event."
"It is..." Jenny's voice was now a whisper.
"Now I'll make my confession: I'm seriously interested in you, dear Jenny!"
"Did you just dear me, Liam?"
"How could one word hold so much?"
"Yes, I did, dear. Do you prefer honey?" Liam asked with a laugh.
"I love your sense of humor," Jenny shook her head, laughing.
"Good, but I'm serious here, Jenny. I'd like to take you out sometime."
"Are you suggesting we go out on a date?" her hands started to shake.
"I guess I am. Doesn't this make you nervous?"
"A little bit," Jenny confessed.
"We're past the nerves stage, Jen. But, we can go out, as friends, not on a date if you prefer."
There was a long silence. Then Liam broke it with, "Are you still there, Jenny?"
"I'm here."
"Completely terrified."
"I-I don't know, Liam..." she stuttered. Liam could clearly hear the anguish in her voice.
"This is the second time you turn me down, Jenny. It kind of hurt my ego."
She got the message; he wouldn't ask a third time.
"I know," she whispered miserably. "Did I ruin everything?" she asked in a thin voice, that was barely perceptible.
"No, but I don't get what's going on. You seem to like me."
"Yes, I do! The thing is... I don't really know you, Liam. You could be a creeper or a kidnapper..."
It was another lame excuse and she knew it. But no matter how hard she tried, she couldn't find the courage to come clean.
Liam laughed out loud. He sounded relieved.
"Is that all? You can call my grandmother. She will say I'm a nice boy."
Jenny's phone vibrated and she saw she had received a message. Liam had sent her his grandmother's phone number. She made a meant note to ask Liam about his parents.
"All grandmothers think their grandsons are nice boys."
"I could ask Nana to come with me."
"Do you always bring your grandmother on dates?"
"Of course not! I usually bring flowers."
Jenny was between a rock and a hard place. She had never found someone she clicked with as she did with Liam. He was a keeper. He understood her on a level no one had. He made her laugh and made her feel light and airy. With him, she didn't have the weight of her condition hanging over her head.
Their conversations were seamless and flirty. Her body tingled with anticipation every time they talked. The chemistry between them was major.
She was totally into Liam. She couldn't lose him.
Jenny said a silent prayer.
"If I say yes, where do you want us to meet?" she capitulated.
"It's up to you. I think you'll feel safer if I go to your hometown."
"I'll be at the gazebo in the town square this Saturday afternoon at four," she listened to her heart beat strongly in her chest-- "I live in Middletown."
"Sounds good to me. Middletown is not far from Tacoma."
"How will I recognize you, Liam?"
"Look for a guy with a huge bouquet and a bigger smile."
"I'll see you on Saturday then, Liam."
"Looking forward, Jenny."
"Me too," she half-lied, having little to no hope.
As soon as the call ended, Jenny brought her hands to her face not believing what she'd just done. The die was cast.
"What have I done? What have I done?" she wept.
CHAPTER 11
Over the next few days, Jenny's confidence waned.
She thought about calling Liam and canceling their date a zillion times.
Kara stopped her. "Liam will think you're making up another excuse to cancel your date with him. It will be the coup de grace of your relationship whatever it is."
Saturday was a bright and shining day, but it could have been filled with storm clouds for how Jenny felt that morning.
"I don't know if I can do this. I'm not what he is expecting. It will ruin everything."
"It won't if Liam is as special as you say he is," Kara said, doing her best to calm Jenny down.
"What if I send him a photo in my wheelchair," Jenny suggested.
"At this point, he might show up just to see if you're telling him the truth. I'm afraid you wasted too many chances of coming clean. There is nothing you can do now. Except show up there and face the music."
"I hope he lets me explain myself."
"If he walks away from you, I'll break his kneecaps," Kara said half-jokingly, pointing at the pink baseball bat leaning on the wall. "He'll have no option but stay and listen."
"I know you're joking! You know this situation is not Liam's fault, but mine," Jenny pleaded.
"I am joking... ish," Kara gave an encouraging smile to her sister. She clapped her hands and said, "Better not to think about that now. Let's get you ready for your date."
Jenny looked at the wall clock and exclaimed, "I have to be ready in thirty minutes and I still haven't finished my hair! It's not even dry!"
"Jenny, do me a favor." Kara took a seat beside her sister, turning Jenny's chair, spinning her around to face her. "You need to calm down before you do anything else, especially operate a hot hair dryer that you can swing at my head at any moment."
Kara reached for the item in question and carefully extracted it from Jenny's hands, set it on the counter, and faced her sister again.
"I want you to close your eyes and take a deep breath."
Jenny nodded her head, following her sister's instructions. She inhaled and exhaled, taking deep breaths.
"Go to your happy place," Kara said.
Jenny's eyes remained closed as she pictured herself at the lake, under a willow tree. Her sister was right. What was done was done. Getting nervous was not going to solve anything.
Jenny took a last calming breath. "I'm fine. Well, as fine as I can be."
"Okay, now let's tame your hair."
Kara took over and dried her hair for Jenny, as she finished up her makeup. Before she knew it, she had her hair swept up in a low messy bun with a little teasing on her crown to give it a lift. Partnered with her natural makeup, she didn't look too shabby.
"There. Gorgeous!" Kara exclaimed.
Jenny pinched at her blue dress. "You don't think I'm underdressed?"
"Nah, your outfit is perfect, trust me. Don't forget to carry a sweater."
"I'm too nervous to think about clothes. My mind is blank."
"Let's get you into the groove," Kara said, playing Jenny's favorite uplifting music while her sister discarded one sweater after another.
"Come one, Jen, let's rock out to the chorus," Kara encouraged Jenny placing a hairbrush in front of her mouth and singing at the top of her lungs "Oh, I want to be with you everywhere; Oh, I want to be with you everywhere; wanna be with you everywhere."
Jenny finally chose a teal sweater, and let her sister push her to the main square.
"You look gorgeous, Jenny. Have faith, everything is going to be okay."
"I wish I had your confidence, Sis. And your faith in love."
The only sound outside was the breeze whistling through the trees. The streets were empty and quiet because, even when there was sun, it was cold.
The large gazebo looked fabulous illuminated with golden lights and hanging paper lanterns from a previous event. A ramp made the building wheelchair-accessible, and Kara pushed the wheelchair up the ramp.
"I'll be sitting on that bench," she said, pointing away with her bat. "We'll wait until four. Not a minute more."
"All right. I love you, Sis."
"Good luck, Jen."
Kara leaned down and hugged her sister tight.
Any confidence Jenny had built up for that moment had disappeared in the blink of an eye.
The chill in the air made her shiver. She should have grabbed a jacket.
Jenny couldn't stop checking the time on her phone and scanning her surroundings in search of someone with a bouquet. Few people were walking the streets around the town square. A few kids were playing in the playground, their parents watching at them on a bench in the distance.
Jenny was fidgeting with her hands, a nervous smile on her face. She continued looking around and pretending she wasn't.
She was finally going to meet Liam face-to-face. What would he do when he saw that she was in a wheelchair? What would he say? Would he get angry with her, or would he remain calm and collected? Would he be brutally honest like Gordon? Would he make an excuse and go away? Would he stay out of pity?
Jenny's heart threatened to choke her with its suffocating beat.
She sat there in her wheelchair, shivering, feeling exposed and vulnerable.
Waiting.
Hoping for a miracle.
CHAPTER 12
Liam looked at Jenny from a distance.
He had parked his car a block away from the square. Tacoma was 120 miles from Middletown, so he borrowed his grandfather's sedan for the occasion.
The first thing he noticed was the wheelchair ramp built over the steps of the gazebo. And then, a girl, Liam supposed it was Jenny, sitting in a wheelchair. There was nobody else but her in the gazebo.
It was obvious she was nervous. She was making a kind of restless movement with her hands and looking around.
It was obvious Jenny was looking for him.
Liam's first reaction was to hide the flowers he had bought for her. His mind was clouded with so many mixed emotions.
"Damn it, Jenny! Why didn't you say anything? Why did you have to lie to me?" He muttered under his breath. "Why did you hide your disability?"
The answer to that question came to him immediately.
The simple answer was that she shouldn't have to.
Unfortunately, he had learned through bitter experience that being different was not always acceptable to others.
What if the tables were turned? Would he want people to see the chair instead of him?
A lot of things made sense now. Like Jenny's reluctance to go out on a date with him. Or why she didn't want to exchange photos with him.
Liam couldn't help but let the tears fall. He felt bad for Jenny.
No.
Jenny didn't need his pity. She didn't need anyone's pity.
She was brave to expose herself like that. Liam looked at Jenny again, this time with unaffected admiration.
Very slowly, he wiped the tears with the back of his hands and walked straight towards her.
***
Jenny spotted Liam almost immediately.
He was no Brad Pitt, but he had a lovely, gentle face. His build wasn't very muscular, but he wasn't skinny. He was smartly dressed for the cold weather: a simple t-shirt, jeans, boots, and a jacket.
Liam climbed a few steps and entered the gazebo. He looked down at Jenny, and exclaimed, "Wow"!"
Jenny looked up at him. She was on the verge of tears.
"I know it must be a surprise for you to see me like this! Please hear me out first, okay?" she pleaded in a shaking voice.
Liam crossed his arms over his chest. "Okay, Jenny. The floor is yours."
She took a deep breath, and let it ease out. Liam looked at her expectantly.
"As you can see, I am in a wheelchair. I'm aware I lied to you. It was a lie by omission, but still a lie. For that, I'm deeply sorry."
"You were the girl in the story you told me. The one who had an accident." His brow was frowned gently.
"Yes, that was me," Jenny admitted.
Liam's face showed the grief and internal war he was waging.
"Why didn't you tell me?"
"At first, it wasn't important. You were just someone I chatted with. A stranger who made me feel like a normal girl. Something I longed for."
Liam uncrossed his arms and nodded, wearing an open expression that invited Jenny to continue.
"Then, you became important to me and I didn't want to risk losing what we have."
"What do we have exactly, Jenny?"
"A friendship... maybe more?" Jenny looked at Liam in hesitation.
He nodded slowly. His face softened a bit more, as if he just couldn't stay mad at her.
"I wanted you to learn to love my personality before you saw me in a wheelchair. I promise I didn't lie about anything else."
"I am a little agitated that you lied, but I can see why you might have wanted to hide your disability."
"Please, you must believe me, I tried to tell you several times," Jenny placed a hand on her chest.
"Your reluctance to go out on a date with me makes sense now. You were afraid of getting hurt."
Jenny nodded, and bit her lower lip to keep it from trembling.
"You should have known me better, Jenny. Do you think so little of me you believed I'd reject you?"
"No! It wasn't you. It was me. I felt I wasn't worthy of you."
Liam shook his head.
"You're wrong," he muttered. "If you weren't, I wouldn't be here now."
The threatened tears in Jenny's eyes now brimmed and overflowed, tracking down her cheeks.
Liam handed Jenny the bouquet, gazing deep into her watery eyes. "These are for you,"
"Oh, Liam you shouldn't have!" she said, as she took them in her arms. "They're beautiful."
"You're welcome. And Jenny...?"
She stopped smelling the flowers and looked up at Liam.
"No more lies, okay?" he said, smiling at her.
"I didn't lie about anything else. I swear," Jenny crossed her chest, looking up at Liam. "Are we okay?"
"We are okay."
"You have kind eyes. Kind eyes mean a kind soul," Liam said.
"I was thinking the same about you." Jenny grinned at him. She held out her hand and he took it between his. "I'm Jenny Grant. I'm in a wheelchair."
"It's great to finally meet you, Jenny Grant. I'm Liam Craig."
"I just wanted to check if everything is good," a female voice behind them cut in.
Liam turned around to see a cute young girl holding a pink bat resting on her shoulder.
"Liam, meet my younger sister, Kara."
"Nice to meet you, Kara. Or should I say Bat-girl? Were you going to hit me with that?"
"Nah, I only use it on the bad ones. You seem like a good guy," Kara said, coming up with her hand extended. "Nice to meet you, Liam."
"Everything is good, Kara. You can go home," Jenny said.
"Have fun. Just let me know when you're ready to get back home," Kara said.
"If it's not far from here I can make sure she gets there safely," Liam offered.
"Just a few of blocks away," Jenny said.
"She's all yours, Liam," Kara turned around and left, swaging her hips, as she marched back home.
Liam smiled down at Jenny. "May I push your chariot, my lady?"
"You may, kind sir. There is a restaurant in front of the square with space for wheelchair users."
"Sounds good to me."
He pushed Jenny's chair gently down the ramp and said, "By the way, I'm sorry for saying you look hot in your blue dress, wheelchair and all."
Jenny snorted. "Thank you, I guess. Wait, when did you say that?"
"Oops. I think that one was an internal thought." He dropped his face into his hands and groaned pretending to be embarrassed. "My filter must be off."
Jenny laughed out loud. That was one of the things she loved about him, Liam didn't care that he made a fool of himself. "Is it ever on?"
"Good point. Are you ready?" he asked before entering the restaurant.
"As ever."
"Are you nervous?"
Jenny couldn't lie anymore.
"Tremendously."
His already-bright eyes sparked with appreciation at her honest answer. "Guess we're in the same boat, then."
"Who is rowing?"
"What?"
"This boat, who's rowing?"
Liam squeezed gently her shoulders. "We are in the same boat and your arms are fine, so both of us."
"Sounds fair."
CHAPTER 13
"The management made special arrangements to admit persons in wheelchairs when they reopened the place," Jenny commented, pointing at a corner inside the restaurant. "Which is good because it's the only good restaurant in town."
Liam took a look around, and nodded approvingly, "Nice place. It's got a lovely, cozy atmosphere."
"They remodeled the whole place," Jenny commented. "It's kind of famous because they have one of the best chefs in the state."
"Can I order a pizza at such a fine-dining restaurant?"
Jenny gave a short laugh. "Pizza here is amazing. Tony, the chef comes from an Italian family."
"Now that you mention it, I think I read a review in a magazine in my dentist's waiting room saying the food was great."
"My favorite pizza is mushroom with green peppers." Jenny glanced at Liam.
"You're only saying that to get me to like you."
"Like me or not, it's true."
"You're my dream girl," Liam said with a wink.
It was as if all the previous awkwardness had never happened. They were back to their usual selves.
A waitress came to take their order.
She greeted Jenny with a "Hi, Jenny. Nice to see you again."
"Hi, Mary. Please, meet my friend, Liam."
The waitress looked at Liam and he made a funny face.
Both women laughed. "Nice to meet you, Liam. What are you going to order?"
"Pizza!" Jenny and Liam exclaimed at the same time. And they laughed again.
They also ordered two beers.
Jenny couldn't take her eyes off Liam. The smile stretched across his face was so warm. It reeled her in, making her feel like she was the only person in the room. She loved it, and she especially loved the dimples it created.
"You know what I just realized, Jenny? We didn't talk much about all that normal 'get to know you' stuff you're supposed to talk about with people. We jumped right in, Liam-and-Jenny style."
Jenny held up her glass of beer. "I like us. Cheers!"
"I do, too."
They touched glasses and drank.
"Well now that you're cozy we should start, are you ready?" asked Liam.
"As ready as I can be. Shoot."
"What do you wish most of all that you were still able to do?" Liam asked, pointing at her wheelchair.
Jenny sighed. "A lot of things most people take for granted. I wish I could go out and participate in physical activities, but it's the simple things I miss doing the most, like riding a bike, or climb up a tree."
"Climb up a tree? I wasn't expecting that one."
"I was a wild brat. I was a bit of a tomboy when I was a child. But, the best way I answer that question is by having people do a quick and easy experiment. I ask them to sit down in a wheelchair and then I ask them to stand back up. Then, I look at them straight in the eye and simply say, 'I can't do that.'"
Liam thought long about her answer, and finally said, "I understand. I think you are very brave."



Jenny blushed. "I am not brave, I try to do my best with the cards I've been dealt."
Liam sipped his beer and said, "Don't we all?"
"My turn. What do you love more about being a music teacher?"
"Believe it or not, I didn't set out to become a teacher. At first, my dream was to play the guitar and become a rock star," Liam laughed. "We had a band in high school. We were pretty good."
"What happened?"
"Life got in the way. Long story short, I had to give up my dream and get a job. So, teaching music was my second-best option. I had to work hard to keep my grades up to average while working from twenty to forty hours a week outside of school. Finally, I got my degree and I found I just enjoyed teaching so much. I love to sit with my students for an hour or more every week, and help them learn how to play an instrument. My technique is to treat all my students as individuals, and to help them explore and be inspired. Music lessons are often more than just instruction. My classes are a time to listen, to share, and to be a friend. Teaching is a pleasure, not just a necessity."
Liam grinned and his dimples appeared once more. "Long answer. Sorry."
"It's okay."
"What about you, Jenny?
"My plan was not to become a teacher, but to become a gymnast. I was on my way to the Olympics to win a gold medal when I had the... accident."
"Oh, wow! Talk about having your dreams crushed."
Jenny nodded. "When my spinal cord and my legs were injured in that accident, all my plans were crushed, too."
"It must have been very hard for you," Liam said quietly, extending his hand to squeeze hers.
"You have no idea. There is absolutely no way to describe what I felt. It was like my world was crumbling. I do not even want to try! I had lost everything I cared about. I hated my life," Jenny gulped and continued. "At some point, my sister Kara told me, 'Enough wallowing in self-pity, do something with your life.' So, I went to college and became a teacher. I suppose one of the steps that led me into teaching is that I have always liked being a student. I like being a teacher now. As you said, you can make a difference."
Liam was resting his chin on his hand. He was carefully listening to her words.
"I can't believe we've never talked about things like this. I feel like I know you, but I don't know you--not the important things, anyway," he said.
"Well, we are getting to know each other, now."
"True."
The waitress arrived with the pizza.
Liam and Jenny reached for a slice of pizza at the same time. Their fingers touched. He lingered a moment, and it felt like he wanted to flip her hand over and hold it.
Jenny wanted that too.
All too quickly, Liam took his hand away and glanced into Jenny's eyes. "All yours," he said with a smile.
Jenny took a slice and placed it on her plate.
Liam took the next slice over. He brought it to his mouth, self-conscious knowing Jenny was watching him. He took a bite, but the pizza was hot. He looked comical for a few seconds, as he tried to get air into his mouth to cool it down without looking like he was chewing with his mouth open, all the while trying hard to pretend it wasn't painful. Jenny caught his eye and started to laugh at the situation.
"I burned my tongue," said Liam. He drank half of his glass of beer. Then, he started laughing at himself.
"Look, you have an audience," Jenny said.
Liam glanced around. Some people were looking at them with curiosity.
"I burned my tongue," Liam explained to the audience with his tongue out.
They both laughed again.
"Next time, let it cool off," Jenny suggested.
"I'm too hungry for that," he said, fanning the slice with his hand.
Finally, he was able to take a bite.
"You know what?" he asked, with his mouth full of pizza.
"What?"
"It's taking me a little while to grow accustomed to not having to text everything. Like, I want to pull my phone out right now and send you a text."
"What would you write in your text?"
"I'm having a lot of fun on our date. It's perfect."
Jenny's lips tilted up at the corners. "So you're saying I'm the perfect date?"
"I'm saying our date is perfect so far. The jury's still out on you," he kidded, "but I'll be happy to go on a second date with you."
"We're still in the middle of our first date, Liam. You can't ask me that out of the blue."
"I already did, and I refuse to take it back," he said, taking another slice.
"What if I don't like you by the end of this date?" Jenny asked.
"You honestly think that's possible? Look at me." His dimples poked through his smile, and she knew right then, she was saying yes.
"Say yes, Jenny."
"Yes, Jenny," she said, batting her eyelashes in a ridiculously flirtatious manner.
They sat there for hours, just talking and laughing. They noticed they had a lot in common.
By the end of the date, it was official. Jenny had a crush on Liam. He was funny, deep, warm and engaging. He felt like an old friend.
They finally took a look around, and realized they were the only ones left inside.
"Is it late?" Jenny asked.
"Time flies when you're having fun. Did you have a good first date, Jenny?"
"It wasn't terrible," she said, with a wink.
"Admit it; this was the best first date you've ever been on."
"I don't know..." Jenny pretended to think. "I remember a first date at a theme park when I was fourteen. That one is hard to top."
Liam pouted, and Jenny laughed. "Our date is in my top three, for sure."
"I'll think of something for our second date. Does a top three date deserve a kiss?"
She wanted Liam to kiss her, hard or soft, anyway, she could get it. She wanted to feel his lips on hers, wanted to know if they were as soft as they appeared. She was dying to feel his stubble brush against her lips as his mouth moved over hers. She wanted to know if he kissed the way he talked--sweet, with just a hint of dirt.
"We're in public," she managed to scratch out.
"We are."
"I don't think this is a good place for that."
"And why is that, Jenny?"
"Because I'm certain once I start kissing you, I won't be able to stop."
"I'm going to kiss you anyway."
Liam moved toward her, his lips parting slightly. He was gentle at first, but their soft kisses turned firm and they were grabbing at one another, as if they'd never touch again. He slid his hand around until he was cradling her face. Jenny pressed into him, into the kiss, into... whatever the hell this was.
Their tongues continued to dance to a song only they heard, and she couldn't even begin to count the minutes they were wrapped up in one another.
Somewhere along the way, their kisses turned sweeter. They finally pulled their lips apart and sucked in deep breaths of air.
Their first kiss was everything she'd dreamed of and more. She would never forget it, as long as she lived. She drank it in, memorized it, and made it a part of her.
"What am I going to do with you?" Liam pressed a kiss to her forehead. "A rhetorical question, by the way."
"Too bad. I had a really good answer."
He met her eyes and tilted his head in interest, his eyes dancing with mischief. "Yeah? And what is that?"
Jenny winked. "Guess you'll never know."
"Tease."
"Guilty," she whispered, before placing her lips on his again.
Before she knew it, Liam was pushing her chair out of the restaurant. "Come on, Jen. I'll take you home before your sister comes to fetch you."
They stopped at her door, and Jenny used her keys to open the front door. "Liam... our date... it was everything I hoped it would be and more."
Liam was staring at Jenny, his eyes full of delight and a crooked grin stretched across his face.
"You can say it, I'm awesome."
Jenny shook her head and laughed.
"Thanks... for everything."
"Thank you, Jenny. For finally being honest with me. For taking the risk. For laughing at my horrible jokes. For being... well, everything I wanted you to be."
Liam leaned down for another kiss.
A cough interrupted them. "So, I take it your date went well," Kara said, looking at both of them."
"It did," Jenny confirmed.
"I better go now before you tell her the truth and she hits my head with her bat," Liam gave Jenny a last kiss and winked at Kara. "Goodnight, Jenny. Goodnight, Kara."
"Goodnight, Liam," Jenny whispered.
He waved his hand, and walked away, leaving Jenny standing there wanting more.
More kisses.
More touches.
More of him.
CHAPTER 14
"Hi, dear," Nana greeted Liam, as soon as he walked through the door. "How did your date go?"
"It went well, Nana. I had a good time."
The old lady gave her grandson a look that meant she was waiting for him to say more.
What else was there to say? Besides everything, of course.
"Would you like some tea? I can fix it up."
Nana was a tea lover. She used to think a cup of tea could solve almost anything.
"Yes, thank you. You didn't have to wait up for me."
His grandmother went immediately to the sink, filled the teapot, and placed it on the stove.
"Old habits die hard, Liam. "Your mother wanted to wait for your return too, but you know her meds make her drowsy."
Liam nodded.
"Besides, I couldn't wait to know every detail of your wonderful date."
"It was wonderful but..." Liam let his last word trail off.
"Oh--?"
The teapot began to whistle, and the old lady poured two cups of tea, placing one in front of her grandson. Then, she sat at Liam's side.
"She was in a wheelchair," Liam finally explained, after taking a sip. He shrugged his shoulders, resting importance on the whole thing.
His grandmother just looked at her grandson waiting for him to continue. When he didn't say anything else, she said softly, "I sincerely hope you didn't make that poor girl feel bad about that."
"No, Nana, of course I didn't. I was a perfect gentleman." Liam's words brought a smile to his grandmother's lips.
"Well, I was a little agitated that she lied at first, but I could see why she might have wanted to hide her situation."
His grandma moved her head up and down approvingly. "The value of a person is not about her face, her body, or her figure. If you like her, it shouldn't matter if she is in a wheelchair or not."
Liam sipped his tea slowly.
"Jenny isn't a raving beauty, but she seems to have a beauty that came from within. I know you would like her."
"Do you like her?"
Liam took a few seconds before answering. "I do."
"So, are you going to ask her out on a second date?"
"I already did. Besides, pushing her wheelchair around is good exercise," Liam said, with a smile. "I'm going to have biceps of steel."
His grandma scratched the back of Liam's head, and smiled softly. Her grandson always used humor as a way of dealing with the hardest parts of his life.
He might come off as the cheery, happy-go-lucky, easygoing person who often liked to lighten the mood by making jokes, but he was also a deep, caring, sincere, and warm person.
His grandmother was one of the few people he let his guard down around.
"Something is bugging you, dear. What is it?"
"I like Jenny, but I don't want to be a care nurse. It's a huge burden. I already did that when..."
"When your mother went into depression," Nana said, completing her grandson's sentence.
"Yeah... Grandma... Am I a horrible person for thinking that?"
"No! Of course not! It is all right to feel that way. Asking yourself these questions means you are considering a steady relationship with her."
Liam nodded.
"It is a huge responsibility, yes," Nana went on. "But you do not have to be her care nurse. In any case, you can share your doubts with her. Was she getting along fine before she met you?"
"Honestly, I didn't ask. It didn't seem appropriate to ask that on a first date."
"That's what dating is for, after all - to learn if you're compatible with someone. You talk, you get to know her, she gets to know you, you find out what's important to her and vice-versa."
"That's true.
"Grandma, did you know that you were in love with Grandpa from the first moment you set eyes on him?"
"No." She laughed. "I hated that arrogant, cocky man!"
Liam gave her a surprised look. "Really?"
"Oh yeah. You've heard this story before, Liam."
"Yeah, about how you two met, but I didn't know how you felt about him." His grandmother folded her hands on top of the table and had a thoughtful look on her face.
"Well, there must have been something there. Anyone who expends as much energy hating someone else has to acknowledge that there is an excess of passion. I believe that too much of any emotion is akin to love," his grandmother explained.
"When did it change from hatred to love?"
"I don't know if it was ever truly hatred... but, one day we were debating. I don't even remember what it was. But I was so aggravated, and he smiled, then looked at me closely. I just... well I just felt warm." Liam's grandmother was smiling and her cheeks reddened.
"Is that when you knew that you loved him?"
"No," she chuckled. "I spent a lot of time denying my feelings. I knew I loved your grandfather with our first kiss." Liam smiled. "And then I didn't want to ever kiss another boy... and I never have."
Liam gave his grandmother a big smile.
"Let me ask you - Do you like this girl?"
"Yes, I do," he said, "I'm not in love, not yet, anyway. I care about her, and I want to get to know her better."
"That's a very good start," his grandmother began making circles on the table with her index finger, an old habit of hers when she was thinking. Finally, she stopped and looked up at Liam. "Be careful."
"You know me, Grandma. I won't hurt Jenny's feelings."
"Not what I meant. Keep your heart safe, Liam."
"I will, Nana."
Liam went to his room, and lay in bed, thinking.
His father was killed in a car accident when he was fifteen. They got a bit of money from the insurance company; enough to cover a few months of grieving at which time his mother would be expected to get a job. She had been a stay-at-home mother.
Only she didn't. She didn't do anything but sit propped up in a chair or, more often, huddled under the blankets on her bed, eyes fixed on some point in the distance. Once in a while, she'd stir; get up as if moved by some urgent purpose, only to then collapse back into stillness.
Liam was terrified. Now that his mother was locked in some dark world of sadness, all he knew was that he had lost not only a father, but a mother as well.
He took over as head of the family. There was no choice. His mother was too depressed to care for him, get a job, cook, or pay bills.
He had a taste of what being poor and desperate was like. He wasn't ashamed of being poor, but he became aware of how those who weren't poor viewed those who were.
Despite Liam's efforts, the bank took possession of the house. He called his grandparents, and they took their daughter with them to Tacoma.
Liam never blamed his mother for what happened. She was sick. If anything, he felt guilty for the relief that her departure gave him.
He was in his senior year. He moved in with a friend, got a part-time job, and somehow finished high school. As soon as he graduated, he moved with his grandparents in Tacoma.
His mother was doing better. She had found a psychiatrist, had got some meds, and had gotten a job.
Liam decided to become a music teacher. Music was his safe place to express his joys, his pains, fears, and his struggles in his life. So, he went to Tacoma Community College to become a music teacher. It took him a lot of time and effort to get a bachelor's degree in music and go through a teacher training program, but he did it.
Then he dated an executive assistant, named Tiffany.
They had started okay, but in the end, the relationship ended terribly. When Liam asked her why she was breaking up with him, she confessed she didn't want to be a poor man's wife. Dating a music teacher wasn't enough for her. "You were a perfect starter boyfriend, but we have no future," she sentenced. "Do you expect me to move in with your grandparents and your mother, if we get married?"
Liam had laughed, but her words had remained with him, echoing uneasily during his most uncertain moments. He was brokenhearted. Of course, he never let anyone see that he was hurting. He hid his pain behind his smile.
"Now you know what she loved," Nana told Liam. "You should be happy that it ended. There are plenty of girls out there who are not only beautiful outside but deep inside, as well."
Then, Liam met Jenny. It started as having fun, just chatting back and forth, but soon it became something else. It got serious. It started to mean something. They'd grown close enough, that he couldn't fathom not having Jenny in his life.
CHAPTER 15
Jenny was missing Liam already. Thinking about him made her feel all tingly inside.
Tingly in a good way.
A very good way.
Liam had done more than just see her as a woman, instead of a handicapped person, he had given her a reason to be happy again. She hadn't had that in a long time. She had just been going through the motions.
But now, she had found Liam, and she could barely contain her joy.
Through sheer poor luck and the inability to make their schedules sync, it had been a week and a half since their first date. Their chats and calls hadn't diminished, but Jenny was bummed they hadn't seen one another again.
She grabbed her phone and sent a message to Liam.
"Confession... I kind of want to see you again."
"What's on the schedule for this evening?" He typed back.
"Grading papers from my students. Never-ending task. I'm tired and bored and hungry and I just want to not do this. It's Saturday night!"
She took a pic of her desk, and sent it to Liam.
"Sorry, I don't mean to complain. I'm getting cranky from lack of human interaction," she added.
Her stomach grumbled loudly.
There were three loud knocks on the door, and Jenny welcomed the excuse to take a break from correcting papers. She rolled her wheelchair to the front door to answer it.
She swung the door open and squealed in delight.
Liam.
Looking too perfect to be true.
Her eyes misted.
"Are you crying?" Liam asked, his face creasing with concern.
"Mm-hmm," she nodded, brushing at her wet eyes.
"Good tears or bad tears?" he looked uncertain now, unsure of what he should do.
"Good tears," she assured him. "I'm just happy to see you."
"Well, that makes two of us, because I'm glad to see you, too." Liam stopped and pressed a quick kiss to her lips, while he glanced over her shoulder.
"Looking for something?" she asked.
"Is your sister home?"
Jenny shook her head, "She went out on a date. Why?"
"I didn't want to get my head smashed because I'm kissing you."
"No worries. Kara likes you."
"I come bearing gifts," Liam said, putting two takeaway bags on the coffee table and taking out various containers. "We have enchiladas, burritos, tacos, and for dessert sopapillas."
As he named them, he opened the containers, "Dig in."
"You are a godsend!" Jenny exclaimed. "I could kiss you again right now, but I'm freaking hungry and I need to eat before I get hangry. You don't want to see that."
"Are you going to rip your clothes off like the She-Hulk?"
"You wish!" she said, with a wink.
"I've got beer, soda, juice or water to go with them," she offered.
"Beer, of course. That's a given," said Liam, as he sat down on the couch.
Jenny hurried her wheelchair to the kitchen, opened the fridge, got two bottles, and wheeled back to the table. Then, she grabbed a container, and started to eat.
"Oh my God, this is amazing!" she moaned, through a bite. She swallowed and added, "Thank you, for the food, I mean. I appreciate it."



"You're welcome, Jenny," he smiled at her. "You handle yourself well around the house."
"I don't like to depend on others for assistance in everyday activities. Environmental modifications and adaptive equipment make it possible for me to help myself in almost every way. That's one of the reasons why I moved out of my parents' house. They had become overprotective."
Liam nodded, thinking that a wheelchair-accessible place wasn't cheap.
"So, you own this house?"
Jenny shook her head. "No, we signed a lease for the place. The landlord let me renovate the place, and the local contractor gave me a fair price for the renovations."
"Even so, it must have cost a lot of money."
"My parents and my sister helped me. Why are you giving me the third degree?"
Liam shrugged, "Just curious. You're the first girl in a wheelchair I've dated."
Jenny devoured another burrito before glancing at Liam, sitting there, a huge smile across his face. "You better hurry up before I eat everything!"
"I'm hungry for you," said Liam. He moved closer to Jenny and nibbled her ear.
"Serve yourself," she moaned.
Liam took Jenny in his arms, lifted her from her wheelchair, sat her on his lap, wrapped his arms around her neck, and kissed her long and good.
"Better?"
"Much better," Liam said, with a widening grin.
Jenny hugged him tightly, her cheek pressed against the side of his head, interrupting his thoughts. "Do you have any siblings?"
"Nope, I'm an only child. My parents had an RH-factor problem. I was born okay, but my baby brother was stillborn because of the antibodies. My parents didn't want to suffer this grief again and decided not to have more children. My father always said the real reason was that I was all they could handle," Liam's smile didn't reach his eyes.
Despite the joke, Jenny realized the conversation was making Liam visibly uncomfortable. She decided to change the subject.
"You truly surprised me. You nearly gave me a heart attack." She swatted him and he laughed. "Seriously, this is very sweet of you."
Jenny draped her arms over Liam's shoulders and pressed her lips to his. After several seconds, Liam moved his body closer to hers, and his tongue swept across the seam of her lips. She immediately opened them, inviting him in without a reservation. His tongue entered her mouth tentatively, and she used her own to tangle with his.
The kiss went deeper, as his tongue continued to sweep inside her mouth, her tongue playing with his in a slow, erotic dance.
Nothing had ever felt more right.
The delirious relief that bloomed in her heart at the feeling of how much she wanted this man, kissing her, almost made Jenny want to weep with happiness.
She could feel his erection pressing between her legs, big and hard. Then, all of the sudden, Liam pulled away.
"Liam... What's happening here? I know when a guy wants me. And you, Liam, are as horny as I am."
"I don't know," he claimed, looking away.
She made an angry cat noise, "Please, don't tell me It's because I am handicapped. Just because I'm in a wheelchair it doesn't mean I don't have needs. I haven't had a sex life since the accident," she confessed, her cheeks flushing red.
"Sorry," Liam said. "I do want you, Jenny. More than you can imagine."
Jenny kissed the tip of his nose. "It's okay. I've tried dating apps. Most guys just ask why I'm in a wheelchair. When I reply that it's permanent, the conversation dies. The fact that I'm in a wheelchair put me at a disadvantage from the start. Guys seemed to be interested in the story, the wheels, but not me as a person. I did get rejected several times. One guy told me 'I would never date you, not because you're not beautiful, but because you are disabled.' It was hard. I hope you can learn to see past that."
"I want to have sex with you if you want it," he said, looking at her with desire.
"Hell yes! I'm fine with that as long as you don't expect me to stand up against a wall. If you can hold me against the wall, then that totally works, too."
"Can you feel something down there?" Liam asked, humping into her pussy.
"Everything except my legs works just fine," she explained.
Liam wrapped his arms around Jenny's waist and rested her head on his chest.
"I don't mind you being in a wheelchair," he said, lifting her chin to meet his eyes. "Maybe, you're right and I'm a pervert after all. You make me all hot and bothered."
Liam wiggled his eyebrows, and Jenny laughed.
"I'm wet. Dripping wet. Why don't you help me to remove my pants and see what we can do about it?"
Liam opened her pants, and slowly pulled them down. Jenny leaned back on the sofa.
"Take a look at these," she said, touching the white scars of healed wounds. "Ugly, aren't they?"
"Nothing about you is ugly, Jen," said Liam, honestly.
"Girl's legs aren't supposed to be covered in scars," Jenny said matter-of-factly. "Look at me."
'I am. I'm looking at a beautiful girl,' Liam said.
Jenny sighed, half touched and half dissatisfied. "I wish I could feel something, you know," she said, hitting her legs.
Liam had a sudden urge to run her fingers along each scar and to place a slight kiss on them.
"So my legs don't bother you."
"They are part of you. No, of course, they don't bother me."
Jenny's eyes shimmered, and Liam leaned forward and kissed her. This time she leaned into him, and he was suddenly under her, rolling her on top of him. Her hair fell around them like a curtain. His arms were full of the softness and warmth of her, and his mouth with the taste of her, and the scent of her skin. Jenny was moaning and moving in his arms, her fingers stroking his hair.
She whispered to him softly, as he ran his hands up her legs. Liam could feel her scars under his fingertips, and he whispered he thought of them as tokens of her bravery that only made her more beautiful.
"What about your sister?"
"OMG! Are you thinking about having a threesome with my sister!" Jenny exclaimed, as she slapped his arm.
"What? No, of course not! That's not what I meant...!" For a split second, Liam was near to panic.
Then, Jenny burst out into laughter, and said, "Gotcha! You should see your face now."
Liam breathed a sigh of relief. "You're wicked."
"You have no idea," she laughed again.
Jenny grabbed her phone from the coffee table. "Don't worry, I'll text Kara to let her know she needs to find a place to spend the night. Then, I'm all yours."
"I like the sound of that."
CHAPTER 16
Jenny stared at the morning light dancing on the ceiling above, as she listened to Liam's soft breathing as he slept. She and Liam had made love all night, and they both enjoyed it a lot. Her body was still tingling from the last time.
She was so excited and afraid all at the same time, but everything had flowed so naturally with Liam, like he could read her mind and she, in turn, knew exactly what he was thinking beforehand.
Jenny moved slowly out of his grasp, but before she could climb into the wheelchair, Liam's eyes opened and he gave her a sleepy look.
"Hi, sexy." He smiled sleepily, and yawned.
"Good morning, loverboy," she beamed at him.
"Did you enjoy yourself last night?"
"Yes, I did," she said, with a smile.
"I'm glad. It was your first time since your accident, and I wanted to make it memorable."
Jenny's hands reached up and cradled his face. "Trust me--it's not something I'll forget anytime soon."
Liam kissed Jenny hard before moving back a little knowing he must have morning breath. "I need to take a shower."
"A hot shower sounds wonderful," she purred.
Jenny climbed into her chair and rolled into the bathroom, stopping next to the shower chair. She pushed herself up and placed her bottom on the special seat.
Then, she took off her top and worked down her panties, too. The socks were the most difficult since she had to bend down to get them off, but she managed and turned on the water.
Jenny had adapted to her new life in a wheelchair. Liam admired her in more ways than one. Wheelchair or not, she was a smart, capable, independent woman.
"Are you coming or not?" she asked Liam.
"Yes, of course," he hurried to undress, and stepped into the shower with her.
***
Liam didn't bring a change of clothes, so he had no choice but to wear the same outfit he'd worn the day before.
He found Jenny in the kitchen singing and preparing breakfast. Her face was rosy, and she was practically vibrating with joy in her wheelchair.
"What can I do to help you, Jen?"
"I'm good, thank you," Jenny moved to the fridge next, and retrieved milk which she placed in her lap.
It was obvious that the kitchen area had also been renovated to make it accessible. The kitchen counter was lower with cutouts for wheelchairs.
"She makes it look easy, but I don't know anything about the effort it takes her to perform daily tasks I take for granted," he thought.
Breakfast was set up on the coffee table in the living area so they could eat from the couch.
Liam spread honey butter on his toast, and shoved a forkful of eggs into his mouth.
"These are so good. You're a great cook. I usually don't eat breakfast. This is fun."
Jenny looked at his radiant face. "You're so full of it. It doesn't take a great cook to scramble eggs."
Liam filled his mouth with another bite and smiled at her. "Okay, maybe they taste so good because you made them. So what? They still taste terrific. Thanks for making breakfast for me."
"You're very welcome. So, which are your plans for today?"
"I had classes to prepare, too. I hadn't planned what happened last night. It was our second date after all. I'm pretty sure the fact that my loins were on super-high alert due to the amount of time that has elapsed since they've seen some action played a big part."
Jenny looked at him with a puzzled expression on her face, and yelled, "What?"
"I was horny, and I enjoyed what we did."
"I enjoyed it, too."
"I am well aware of that. I remember you waking me up for round three... or was it round four?"
"I did not do such a thing!" Jenny lied, defensively.
"You did."
"I--did--not!"
Liam waved a forgiving hand.
"Think nothing of it, I wasn't asleep anyway, and I had nothing better to do."
"Nothing better to do?" Jenny threw a pillow at him. "Wow, you know how to make a woman feel desired."
"You look adorable when you're mad."
"Adorable?" She questioned, furrowing her eyebrows, "Really?"
"Really." Liam leaned forward for another kiss, and she lovingly gave it back to him.
When they stopped kissing, Liam said, "I'd better get going."
Sadness washed over Jenny.
She didn't want Liam to leave. The last time he did this, she didn't see him for over a week. She wanted him here, close to her.
"I hate to say it, but you're right. I still have some papers to grade, too. I won't get anything done if you are here," she let out a long sigh.
"What are you doing next weekend?" Liam asked. "Do you have more papers to grade?"
"Who cares? For you, I'm always free."
"Want to try for that third date?"
Jenny smirked. "Third? Already?"
"Well, I'm counting only face-to-face dates."
"It's a date then."
"Good. I really hate to do this but..."
"You need to be going. I understand."
Jenny pushed her wheelchair down the hall to the front door and opened it for Liam.
"I'll miss you, handsome!" Jenny called from the front door, sending a flirty smile Liam's way.
"You, too, gorgeous. I'll give you a call on Friday to set up a time."
"You think you're so savvy with these dates, don't you?"
He smiled. "I like to pretend I know what I'm doing when it comes to charming my way into your heart."
"My heart?
"Shut up and come here."
Liam grabbed her top and dragged her closer, cupping her face with her hands and bringing his lips down on hers.
They shared a brief hot kiss, knowing they were more than capable of getting carried away.
"Call me?" Jenny asked, her thumbs caressing his cheeks.
"It would be weird if I didn't."
She pulled away, giving Liam a wave as he headed to his car.
Then, she heard a wolf whistle, shrill enough to echo off the surrounding houses.
"You're the hottest girl on wheels, Jenny," Liam called.
Jenny's cheeks were on fire, as she pushed her chair back into the house, a huge smile on her face.
CHAPTER 17
"Hi, Liam, would you like some homemade pizza?" Nana asked him, as soon as Liam crossed the door.
"Do you have to ask, Nana?" He sat down at the table and served himself a glass of juice.
Liam's mother was in the kitchen, she quickly reheated a slice of pizza for her son.
"Hi, Liam," she said, placing a plate in front of him.
"Thanks, Mom," he said, taking a slice and biting into it immediately. "Mmm, delicious, Nana. Where is Grandpa?"
"It's bowling night," Nana said.
"Right," Liam took another bite. A thread of mozzarella hung off his lip.
"So, I guess your date went well," Nana commented casually.
"And how do you know that?"
"You didn't come back home last night, that was a big clue," Nana chuckled. "And you're practically glowing. I haven't seen you smile like this in a while."
"Did you enjoy yourself, Liam?" his mother asked her son.
"I did, Mom."
"I'm happy for you, son," Liam's mother added.
"Thank you," Liam said, wiping his mouth with a napkin. "This pizza is amazing!"
"Come on! That's all we are going to get?" Nana pushed.
"I don't kiss and tell," Liam said.
"We are not asking you to. Your mother and I don't need every gory detail of your time with your lady," Nana replied.
"She makes me happy in ways no one else does," Liam said. "It's kind of scary to find someone who so effortlessly can make you smile."
"I-I've had that happen to me with your father," Liam's mother commented. Her cheeks were bright red.
Liam looked at his mother, as if it were for the first time. Then, he smiled. A real smile.
Encouraged by her son's smile, she sat down at his side.
"I know I failed you in so many ways when you needed me the most; please, please forgive me," Liam's mother looked his son straight in the eyes. Her hands were shaking. "I love you so much. I miss you so much. I'm sorry, Liam, I'm deeply sorry."
"You were depressed, Mom. What happened, it wasn't your fault."
His mother shook her head.
"When your father died, I was in a dark place and it was very difficult for me to get out. People have no idea how horrible it is to suffer from depression. No one understands, unless they have suffered this. People said to me, 'go for a walk', 'just think positive'," she gulped. "It only showed they had no idea what I was going through."
Liam squeezed his mother's hand tightly.
"You have any idea how much effort it took me just to keep breathing..."
"I should be the one apologizing to you, Mom. I didn't know what was going on with you. I should have..." he let out a frustrated sigh. "I'm sorry. I failed you."
"Liam, stop it, please!" his mother cried. "Don't you dare blame yourself for what happened! You were seventeen! I am so proud of you. So proud of the way you did everything you could in an impossible situation," she took a deep breath and exhaled very slowly. She did it two more times. She walked over to Liam and planted a kiss on his cheek.
Liam knew what had happened wasn't her fault. It wasn't anyone's fault. It just... was.
"I love you, no matter what. People used to say that a lot, without thinking of potential nightmare scenarios or tragic conditions. When they say that, they never dream their love is going to be tested," Nana said, to no one in particular. "I know it, too well. Your grandfather and I have been married over fifty years."
Liam smiled at his mother.
"I love you, Mom. No matter what," he took his mother in his arms and hugged her tight.
He meant it. He'd never stopped loving her.
"I love you, too, my beautiful, brave son," she sniffed, pulled back, and said, "I must look awful. I better go to clean up this mess I call a face."
She got up quickly and went into the hall bathroom.
Nana was beaming at her grandson. "That was really, really good of you! You have no idea how much she needed to get that off her chest..."
Liam's face flushed. He nodded slowly.
"This girl is changing you for the better. Tell me more about her, please."
"You're right. Jenny has been an inspiration to me, Nana. Every day she struggles to overcome the adversity that is her disability, every day she fights, and wins, a battle against her impaired body."
"Bravery comes in all shapes and sizes. I can't wait to meet her."
"Well, it could be difficult for her to come here. There's no room for her wheelchair or ramps."
"How does she manage to do things?"
"She is renting a house with her sister, and they incorporated a lot of wheelchair-friendly modifications."
Nana looked around for a while, rubbed her chin, and finally said, "I always thought that we have too much furniture in the house. We only use half of it. That old sofa, for example, all it does is gather dust."
Liam rolled his eyes and smiled. "The next thing you're going to say is that you have to build a ramp to allow easy access into the house."
"Well, your grandfather and I are not getting any younger, you know. We might need a wheelchair to help us get around"
"I know what you're doing, Nana."
"Thinking about the future?" Nana couldn't hide a smile.
Liam ignored his grandmother and said, "Jenny and I just started dating. Two dates so far. I'm not bringing her here any time soon."
"That's such a pity. I'd like to thank her."
"Thank her for what?"
"She makes you happy, and after everything you went through, you deserve it," Nana said, with a cheesy smile on her face.
"Don't start making wedding plans, Nana. I still don't know if she's the one. I'm taking things slow. Love is a big word. Well, technically, it's a small word, only four letters, but it takes up a big space in your head."
Nana waved a finger in front of her grandson. "Don't be such a smarty-pants, Liam. You hide behind your smile, but your eyes tell more than you'll ever know."
"And what do my eyes tell you now, Nana?"
"That you're afraid. You hide your pain so well, I am almost in awe of you. You hold your head up and smile, but deep inside, you're afraid of having your heart broken again."
Her grandmother could read him like an open book, no matter what he said. "You obviously care for her."
"I do care for Jenny, but I can't provide for her the way she deserves. I'm not sure I can give Jenny everything she needs."
"From what you told me, your girlfriend already has a house that works for her. What she really needs is someone who loves her for who she is, even though she is in a wheelchair. Are you this person, Liam?"
Liam seemed to be lost in his thoughts, "I think I am, Nana."
Nana gave her grandson a warm smile, "Be careful and make sure not to hurt her. Your girlfriend also went through a lot and deserves to be happy."
Liam hugged his grandmother, and whispered, "Thank you, Nana. You gave me a lot to think about."
He went to his room and lay in bed, phone in hand.
He typed a message for Jenny in the chat box, "I didn't sleep much last night. Can't imagine what could have possibly kept me up. Hmm..."
"Are you implying that I snore?" Jenny typed back quickly.
"Like a drunken sailor," Liam typed, with a smile.
"You know, I was thinking of having another sleepover again, but if my snoring bothers you..."
"I take it all back! Your snoring is the most beautiful part of you."
"Better than my tits?"



"I love your tits. And I love it when you talk dirty to me."
"OMG. You have turned me into a sex-starved woman. Why did I ever let you into my bed?"
"It think it was the Batman underwear," Liam replied.
"How could I forget that?"
"I just ate the best pizza of my entire life."
"Why do you tease me with such things?"
"Maybe our fourth date I could bring you to Tacoma to taste Nana's homemade pizza."
"So you think you'll be lucky enough to score a fourth date with me? We didn't have a third yet."
"After you have a taste of my skills in bed, there's no way you'll pass up two more dates with me."
"I've just realized why it's so hard for me to catch my breath around you," Jenny typed back.
"My ego is sucking all the air out of the room, isn't it?"
"Bingo, buster."
A new text from Jenny came in before he could type something clever back.
"By the way, did you invite me to meet your family on our fourth date?"
"Yes, and no. I invited you to eat my grandmother's pizza. She'll happen to be there."
"Are you two close? You and your grandmother?"
"Yes, very close. I'm close to my grandfather, too."
"What about your parents?"
Nana's words echoed in Liam's mind, "You hide behind your smile."
"No more hiding," he thought.
"My father died in a car accident when I was seventeen," he typed. His heart thumped in his own chest.
"Oh, I'm so sorry Liam!" Jenny sent Liam an animated GIF with a hug.
"My mother struggled with depression after that," Liam typed, with shaking fingers. He pressed send before he could change his mind. "Now you know all the skeletons in my closet. Batman underwear included. Will you turn me away?"
"Not a chance. You're stuck with me. Is your mother doing okay now?"
"Yes, she is taking her meds, and doing much better. She lives here with my grandparents and me. Thank you for caring, Jenny."
"Of course, I care for you, you silly! Whatever you need, I am here for you."
"I wouldn't expect less from my girlfriend."
Girlfriend! Jenny read the text several times with a huge smile on her face and a warm feeling in her heart.
"I'll always be here for you, my darling boyfriend." Jenny knew the line was corny, cheesy even, but she couldn't help it.
"So are we boyfriend and girlfriend now?" Liam typed.
"Of course, we are. There is no taking it back."
"I like that."
CHAPTER 18
"Tomorrow night, I'll woo you like you've never been wooed before."
It was a message from Liam, of course.
"What could possibly woo me more than your Batman underwear?"
"Me."
Jenny laughed. Liam was cocky, but very funny with it.
"Do I need to dress fancy or anything for our third date?"
"It's casual attire. Jeans are acceptable. Or nudity."
"Are you trying to get me naked again?"
"Maybe. Would that be so wrong?"
"Not at all. I'm hardly some swooning innocent."
****
Liam had been very mysterious about their third date. Jenny had caught Kara talking with him on the phone, and when she asked her sister about it, all she said was, "It's a secret."
Saturday evening, Liam helped Jenny to get into his grandfather's car, and asked her permission to blindfold her.
"I hope you don't have 'Fifty Shades of Grey' in mind," she warned him.
"Please, trust me. You're going to love this," he pleaded. His voice was sincere.
The thing was Jenny trusted Liam. It had been hard to. She kept expecting him to leave. To get bored. To vanish. To decide she wasn't good enough.
He parked the car, helped her back into her wheelchair and pushed her up a ramp.
Then, he removed, the blindfold.
"Ta-da! Weather is just right for a movie in the park," Liam said, pointing at a portable table covered with a sheet in one corner. "There was no open night, so... I decided to take matters into our own hands."
"A movie in the park!" Jenny exclaimed. Liam could hear the smile in Jenny's voice. They were in the gazebo.
"Do-It-Yourself Movies in the Park night, abracadabra!" Liam pulled off the sheet to reveal a video projector connected to a laptop.
"Oh wow! You've outdone yourself!" Jenny exclaimed, in pleased wonder.
"The set comes with a portable screen included," he said, setting it.
"Where did you get all this?" Jenny's were opened big and wide.
"Remember Mr. Fullerton?"
Jenny nodded, "He's your principal."
"The very same. Well, he lent me the school equipment in exchange for anchoring for the function."
"Awww, Liam, you shouldn't have."
"It was a small price to pay for your smile."
"You're the best boyfriend ever!" she said, stretching her arms out for a hug.
"I want that in a cup," Liam said, leaning down to hug Jenny and gave her a loving kiss on the lips. Then, he lifted her out of her wheelchair and into his arms and put her down on a blanket that laid on the floor.
"I've been craving watching a movie in the park since I was a teenager," Jenny said, still in awe.
"I know," he said. "I've been talking with Kara about you."
"How did you get in touch with my sister?" Jenny asked, with a frown.
"I found her on Twitter. I needed her to be my accomplice. Kara talked with the town hall to get permission for this, and the Sheriff kindly asked people to leave us alone. I guess most of the town knows about our date," Liam explained.
"Did Kara reveal any potentially scandalous or salacious information?" Jenny asked, biting her bottom lip.
Liam gave Jenny a wicked smile, rubbed his hands, and said, "Muahaha."
Jenny shivered in the chill air.
Liam's eyes roamed over her, and he took note of the goosebumps on her arms. "I'll be right back."
He sprinted off toward the car, while Jenny watched as the sun kissed the horizon good night.
"I almost forgot about these." Jenny turned to find Liam holding a blanket and cooler in one hand and a couple of pillows in the other.
"Pillows?"
"In case the ground is uncomfortable for you."
Jenny didn't hesitate for a second before reaching for the layer of warmth Liam was providing. They snuggled together under the blanket enjoying the sunset.
"Better?"
"Much. Thank you. I should have grabbed a jacket--I was kicking myself in the ass for not doing so the moment I rolled outside. Good thing you thought of everything."
"You can say it-- I'm the best boyfriend ever," Liam winked at her.
Jenny leaned to kiss Liam on the lips. "I'm so proud to say that I have the best boyfriend ever. You make me feel safe and loved. I am so lucky to have you in my life," she said, when she pulled apart.
Liam held up a finger. "But wait, there's more!"
"More?"
Liam held his hands over the top of the cooler, wiggling his fingers.
"Let there be food!"
He opened the lid and pulled salted caramel popcorn bars with marshmallows and chocolate, puff pastry cheese straws, and two cans of soda.
"This date is definitely perfect," Jenny exclaimed.
"Yay! I made it to the top! Well now that we're cozy, let the movie begin!" Liam said.
Liam pressed a button in a small remote control in his hand, and immediately the screen was filled with the opening titles.
"What are you going to watch?"
"One of the best romantic movies ever, 'Love Actually.'"
"I never watched it," Jenny said.
"I know, I checked it with Kara," Liam took a sip of his soda.
"Why did you pick it up?"
"It has great romance, great characters, and great humor. And it's one of the best romantic comedies I have ever seen, despite its flaws."
Jenny cuddled while they watched the movie together, they engaged in active conversation with laughter and evident excitement. Many stories emerged triggered by the movie. No one came to bother them.
By the end of the movie, they were still cuddling and holding hands.
"God, I loved this movie so much," Jenny said, as the closing credits played on the screen. "It's funny, but it also makes you think."
"Which was your favorite storyline?"
"It's impossible to pick just one."
"Come on, pick just one."
"The Prime Minister and his assistant, I think. I'm a big one for huge romantic gestures and carol-singing your way through London on the off chance that you'll find the house of the girl you love is heartwarming. I'd like to think differences don't matter if love was meant to be."
They kept talking about the movie long after it had ended. They didn't want the date to end. They talked each other's ears off and stared up at the moon, with their hands folded behind their heads.
"Would you like to come up to my place?" Jenny asked Liam, all of the sudden.
"I thought you'd never ask," Liam replied, smiling broadly. He rushed to take everything back to the car.
A text message pinged in Jenny's phone.
"Oh, shit!" was her immediate reaction after she read it.
"What's wrong?" asked Liam. "Is Kara coming over with her bat?"
"No. I just found out I have to chaperone a school dance. Chaperones at our school are always couples, which means I'll probably end up doing it with Irv, the creep."
"Oh, that sounds like fun," Liam joked.
"Not really. He is a real creep. Why don't you come with me?"
Liam wrinkled his forehead and said nothing.
"You said it might be fun. Please, I want to show off my boyfriend in front of everyone!"
Liam sighed in defeat. "Okay, I'll do it on one condition--that you'll dance with me."
"Dance? Liam, are you out of your mind?"
"The jury is still out about that, but what I do know is that I want to dance with you."
Jenny shook her head. "Why?"
"Why not?"
"I can think of a huge reason," she exclaimed, pointing her hands to her legs. "I can't move my legs."
"Excuses."
"Chaperones are not allowed to dance. They have to monitor the students' behavior."
"Excuses."
"People are going to laugh at us."
"Excuses. They are going to love us."
"I have no idea how to dance in a wheelchair."
"Ah, you finally said something that makes sense. Leave that in my hands."
Once more, Jenny discovered that she trusted Liam.
He clapped his hands and said, "Now, if you ran out of excuses I want to make love to my girlfriend."
CHAPTER 19
Another week. Another adventure date with Liam. Life was never boring when he was around.
"Where are you taking me?" Jenny asked Liam, as he pushed her wheelchair down Main Street.
"Middletown Community Center. I talked with Ms. Burbank, the Dance instructor, about our situation. She is expecting us," Liam explained to Jenny.
"You did what?" Jenny exclaimed.
"If we are going to dance together at the School Dance, we need some coaching. I found Ms. Burbank's email on the Middletown webpage. She was kind enough to offer herself to help us after her regular class."
"But... but..."
"Excuses."
Liam pushed Jenny's wheelchair up the ramp into the building ignoring his girlfriend's protests.
A middle-aged woman welcomed them. She looked like a ballerina with a little skirt that refused to sit tight to her hips but stuck up, making her look even bigger. She told Liam she was 42, but she looked like she was in her 20s. Her blonde hair was gathered up in a bun.
"Welcome. You must be Liam and Jenny," Ms. Burbank had a commanding voice.
"That's us. Nice to meet you," Liam said, shaking her hand.
"Nice to meet you," Jenny greeted the instructor, waving her hand.
"Hello Jenny. I'm Gretel Burbank. I'm the dance instructor, I teach dance here every Tuesday and Thursday," she told them. "Everyone can dance; no matter your level, age, body type..."
"What about being in a wheelchair?" Jenny interrupted her.
"Just because you can't walk it doesn't mean you can't dance," Ms. Burbank said, in a matter-of-factly tone.
Liam gave Jenny a look that meant 'I-told-you-so.'
"How do you dance in a wheelchair?" Jenny asked.
"For that matter, how do you play basketball from a chair?" the instructor asked back. "Persistence, the heart of a warrior, and a sturdy will to achieve the nearly impossible. I don't think anything can stop you if you have the passion and you're willing."
"But, I can't move my legs," Jenny protested.
"Of course, there are limits that must be recognized, some there are hard limits and some can be revised. The trick is to know the difference."
Ms. Burbank looked down at Jenny and asked. "Are you willing to try it?"
Her eyes seemed to be looking through her.
Jenny looked up at Liam, and he nodded. She let out a long sigh, and said, "Okay. I'll try it."
Ms. Burbank clapped her hands, and said, "Great. Let's start."
She clicked on a remote and a piece of happy, rhythmic music started playing.
"Let's try something simple. Liam, dance around Jenny in circles around while you spun her around," Ms. Burbank instructed. "Jenny, sway your arms to the beat."
They did what they were asked, not great, but passable. Ms. Burbank made them repeat the exercise several times, saying things like, "Liam. You need to flow with the music, not just walk around her. And you, Jenny, keep the beat, and try to look happy."
"Right now, I'm getting dizzy," Jenny said.
The instructor made them repeat the exercise for about fifteen minutes.
When she was finally satisfied, she said, "Let's try a close hold. Liam, can you lift Jenny up out of the chair and carry her in your arms?"
"I certainly can."
Liam swung Jenny into his arms, and she entwined her arms around his neck, holding onto him as he danced a clumsy dance trying not to lose his balance.
"Don't forget to keep eye contact. Eye contact keeps the partners engaged and connected not only physically but emotionally. Dancing is pure unspoken communication."
It wasn't easy. After a while, Liam's arms were burning with the effort of carrying Jenny.
"You can put Jenny back in her wheelchair before you drop her, Liam," Ms. Burbank instructed.
He did so and rubbed his biceps.
"Maybe you will understand better what you need to do if you put yourself in Jenny's place," Ms. Burbank suggested. "Please, Liam, sit in Jenny's wheelchair and I'll show you some moves."
Liam helped Jenny to sit on a couch, while he sat in the wheelchair.
Ms. Burbank showed Jenny and Liam some easy moves and Liam had a taste of how difficult it was for Jenny to maneuver her chair around.
It felt uncomfortable and frustrating. Like trying to do things with your non-dominant hand. He awkwardly attempted to sway with the music, while he moved the wheelchair back and forth.
Ms. Burbank was right. After a while, Liam understood better what he could ask Jenny to do and what not. By the end of the exercise, Liam had a new understanding of their roles.
They tried different steps. Ms. Burbank marked the beat with her hands and finger-clicks. From time to time, she made them stop and repeat a move until they got it right. Finally, an easy but effective dance routine was set.
"I see you next Thursday. Don't be late," she finally said.
"I need a shower, and a good massage," Liam complained, rubbing his biceps. "My legs are burning and aching. I never thought that dancing was so mentally and physically demanding."
"My arms are sore, too," Jenny was rubbing them up and down. "And my shoulders are killing me
"I'm sorry, I thought dancing together would be something romantic. I turned our date into one long agonizing gym class," Liam was pushing Jenny's chair down the ramp and walking with a slight limp. "I need a massage."
"A massage sounds good to me too. I'll give you a massage, if you give one to me," Jenny twisted her head to look at Liam, and winked at him.
He winked back at her, "I like the sound of that."
***
Day after day, they practiced every step and swirled around in a comedy of clumsiness and error.
"Don't be afraid to make a mistake. You learn by making mistakes. You both need to let yourselves go. Don't think. Just dance."
Thanks to Ms. Burbank's patience and expertise, they pulled off a flawless dance sequence that was both straightforward for them to learn and beautiful for everyone to watch.
CHAPTER 20
The day of the school dance had finally arrived. They were celebrating the end of winter and the coming of spring. Any reason was a good reason for an event in Middletown.
When Jenny wheeled into the gym, she was impressed by how hard the dance committee must have worked all week. They had gone all the way with the whole End of Winter concept. Hundreds of tiny paper snowflakes--some white, some shimmering with tinfoil, glitter, sequins, and anything else that could be made to sparkle--hung on fishing wire from the ceiling of the gym. Powdery soap flakes of fake snow drifted into the corners of the gym, and twinkling white lights fell in strands from the risers.
Liam looked around in awe, wearing a wide smile. He was impressed by what he saw. It was the first town event he attended.
Andrew had offered to drive Liam to Middletown since he also gave classes at Middletown High.
"You're a substitute teacher, you don't need to attend," Liam had told him.
"It's better than staying home alone," Andrew had said.
Most of the drive was uneventful, but Andrew kept silent. He looked as if he had something in his mind. Liam decided not to push him about what it might be. They weren't that close.
"I'm going to talk with the DJ," Liam told Andrew.
"Okay," Andrew said. He looked nervous, uncomfortable even.
Liam approached the DJ, gave the guy a USB drive, and explained to him what he wanted him to do. The DJ nodded, and assured Liam it wouldn't be a problem.
Jenny scanned the gymnasium, past the dance floor, and spotted Liam. A man was standing at his side.
"Hi, Jenny, you look lovely," Liam said, approaching her. "Sorry I'm late," He pointed at the man at his side, and said, "It's his fault. He was late to pick me up. Jenny, meet Andrew Collins, a colleague of mine in Tacoma."
"Good to meet you, Jenny," Andrew said, leaning down and extending his hand.
Jenny disliked Andrew immediately. He was outright staring at her, not bothering to hide his pity. There was something else in his expression that she couldn't identify.
"Nice to meet you, too," she lied. Then, there was a quiver of recognition on her face. "You teach here, Andrew, right?"
"That's right. Being a substitute teacher I'm not guaranteed a job every day from one district, so I registered in several districts. That's why I also work in Tacoma."
"I understand," Jenny said. Andrew was still staring at her. She was beginning to get upset with him.
"When Liam commented he was attending an event in Middletown, I offered to drive with me. I didn't know he knew someone from here. May I ask how you two know each other?" Andrew asked.
"Jenny is my girlfriend," Liam explained, winking at her. Jenny blushed. "We met online, chatted for a while, and then we decided to meet in person."
"I see," Andrew said. It was not the kind of reaction Liam expected from his colleague.
There was an awkward silence after that.
Andrew finally broke it to say, "If you excuse me, I'm going to mingle." And he quickly moved away from the couple.
"What was that?" Liam exclaimed.
"To put it mildly, your friend was displeased by this news," Jenny said. "Or maybe by me."



"Not my friend, just a colleague. Please, ignore him. Don't let him ruin our night."
"Are you sure you still want to do this?" Jenny asked Liam.
"I'm positive. They are going to love us."
A couple approached them, and Jenny smiled at them.
"Liam, let me introduce to you my friend, Georgina, and her husband, Daniel."
"Hi, I'm Georgina Eastland." She smiled and extended her hand to Liam. "You must be the one who has Jenny smiling."
Georgina was all curves. She was wearing a red dress and heels that made her stand out from the crowd. She had a friendly smile.
Liam shook her hand. "I'm Liam Craig, Jenny's boyfriend, nice to meet you."
"It's about time," Georgina said, her smile turning bigger this time. Then, she gestured next to her. "This is my husband, Daniel Cohen."
Daniel was a skinny, nerdy-looking man with glasses. Liam liked him immediately.
Both men shook hands. Then, Daniel wrapped his arms tight around his wife and held her close.
"Talk about a mismatched couple," Liam thought. Then, he realized that Jenny and he could look that way to others.
"What do you do for a living, Mr. Craig?" Daniel asked.
"I'm a music teacher. You?"
"If I say I work with computers, people think - Yuck, brains, programmers, someone who cannot add two and two without a calculator... I prefer to call myself a wordsmith who specializes in using computers 'in front of the screen'. After all, a good driver does not have to be able to build the car," Daniel explained. "It's a good field of expertise."
Georgina elbowed her husband sweetly, and he said," Sorry, I talk too much when I'm nervous. The whole dance scene is not for me."
"Jenny and I are going to do the first dance," Liam said. "I'm nervous."
"If he is nervous," Jenny said, pointing with her thumb at her boyfriend, "imagine how nervous I am."
Jenny sat up straighter in her wheelchair.
"I think you are both very brave," Daniel said, with admiration.
"And very insane," Jenny muttered.
"You need a little bit of insanity to do great things," Daniel said.
"They are going to love us," Liam smiled at Jenny, and squeezed her shoulder.
"I wish I had your confidence," Jenny muttered, biting her lower lip.
Liam signaled the DJ, and he stopped the music and announced, "Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, can I have your attention, please? Give a round of applause to Liam Craig and Jenny Grant. They will do the first dance."
The crowd felt silent for a few moments and then began to clap and cheer for their encouragement.
Liam extended out a hand and asked, "May I have the first dance, my lady?"
People stared at them.
Jenny blushed deeply. "Don't say no. Say yes," she told herself.
"Yes, of course," she heard herself saying. She clung to Liam's hand tightly, like she was a kid at her first party, and let him guide her to the dance floor.
The entire room went silent in awe.
"Ready?" Liam whispered to her.
"As ready as I can be," she whispered back. Jenny's hand tightened on his.
As soon as the music started, the nerves disappeared, and they delivered a fantastic performance. They danced in bliss as if they'd been partners forever; as if they were the only people in the world. From time to time, they looked at each other adoringly.
As the music faded, Liam lifted Jenny out of her chair and into his arms, spinning her around. She held on to him tightly, laughing with joy.
The crowd erupted into applause.
"Why was I so nervous before? I could happily dance with Liam all night," Jenny thought, with the adrenaline still pumping.
"We did it, Liam! We did it!" Jenny said, still trying to catch her breath. She was no longer that girl that was afraid to go to a party.
"Our dance classes from hell paid off," Liam whispered in Jenny's ear, as put her back in her wheelchair. Remind me to send Ms. Burbank some flowers."
Teachers and students approached Jenny and Liam to congratulate them. Most of them asked to take pictures with them.
"That was out of this world!" Georgina exclaimed, taking Jenny's hands firmly into her own. "You have to repeat your dance routine for The Flower Festival."
"Not in a million years," said Jenny.
"That took a lot of guts!" Daniel said, patting Liam's back. His dark coffee brown eyes were sparkling. "I was holding my breath the whole time."
"Guts and a lot of dancing classes," Liam added.
"Ms. Burbank?" Daniel asked.
Liam nodded.
"I took some dancing classes with her," Daniel said. "She is a tough instructor."
"That she is," Liam said, and then he put his arm around Jenny and said, "I have the best dancing partner. That helped."
Jenny blushed four shades of red.
Liam leaned down to kiss her cheek close to Jenny's earlobe. Liam's lips brushed right below her most sensitive spot. Jenny shivered and he chuckled.
"Your ears are sensitive, aren't they?" he whispered.
Jenny nodded. "Stop it, please! I'm supposed to stop improper behavior, not to cause it," Jenny said, moving her chair a few inches away from him.
"You're such a spoilsport sometimes," Liam grinned, but stopped.
"Better to be a spoilsport than spend the night in jail for indecent behavior," Jenny admonished her boyfriend. She took a deep breath to regain some semblance of control over her emotions.
"You look lovely when you're angry. You should get angry more often," Liam said, with a smile.
Liam pulled his fingers through her hair and Jenny held up her face to be kissed.
He gave Jenny a quick, chaste kiss leaving her craving more. Then, with a mischievous grin, he added, "I'm supposed to behave."
The rest of the dance was uneventful, except for Andrew who was looking at Liam in such a way that made him uncomfortable. There was a mix of pity and worry in Andrew's eyes. Liam thought about confronting him, but tonight wasn't the right time.
When Liam informed Andrew that he was staying in Middletown for the night. Andrew wasn't pleased, but said nothing.
CHAPTER 21
Liam stayed in Middletown until Sunday and took a late bus to Tacoma bus to arrive at his Monday classes on time.
When the lunch break arrived, Andrew appeared at Liam's side, grabbed his arm, and practically dragged him to an empty classroom without saying a word. A small group of fellow teachers was waiting for him.
"What the fuck do you think you're doing, Andrew?" Liam exclaimed, and shook his colleague's arm off. "I hope you dragged me here to apologize for your behavior with my girlfriend last Saturday."
Andrew pinched the bridge of his nose and shook his head. "Believe it or not, Liam, we all care for you."
Several heads nodded. Liam was getting on his nerves. It looked like an intervention of some kind.
"After what you have been through with Tiffany, you deserve a medal, Liam. I know your confidence took a hit, when she left you the way she did. She is a bitch," Andrew said.
"Amen to that," a chorus of voices repeated.
"Your self-esteem took a hit and you feel you are not worthy enough. But you deserve better than a girl in a wheelchair. You are lowering the bar too much, Liam," Andrew's voice had risen in pitch.
"Fuck you!" Liam spat on Andrew's face.
"What?"
"You heard me, you piece of shit. Jenny is much more than just a girl in a wheelchair."
Liam threw a defiant look around. "None of you know Jenny. She is an amazing person. She is everything I'm looking for in a woman. The kind of person I see myself spending my life with."
"Really? Do you have any idea how exhausting taking care of a disabled person can be? You'll be responsible for her for the rest of your life. "
"This is none of your business," Liam said, glaring at Andrew. "Jenny makes me happy as she is a positive person full of warmth and care. She is no less of a person because she can't move her legs."
"You feel that way now," Andrew said, as if he hadn't heard him. "But caregiving strains even the most resilient people. That girl is not good for you."
Liam was shaking his head while he talked, fighting himself so hard not to punch Andrew's face. He looked around.
"It's for your own good, Liam," another colleague said. His voice sounded weak and a little timid.
"You're all so shallow and pathetic. I pity you. Loving someone, it's about who they are inside, not what disabilities they may have. It's not like I couldn't get anyone better than her. Jenny makes me a better person and a much happier man."
Liam looked around. Some of his colleagues looked ashamed now. One by one, they lowered their heads.
"No one is perfect--some people's imperfections are more visible than others, but everyone has a weakness. And that is fine. Surface appearance can be deceptive. Our most interesting and significant characteristics aren't always visible to the naked eye," Liam went on.
Four teachers stood up, shook Liam's hand, apologized to him, and left the room. One of them said, "Sorry, man. We completely misread the situation." He looked at Andrew. "It seems you know exactly what you're doing and you have my respect for it."
The rest of the group left the room, and Liam was left alone with Andrew.
He started to say something but Liam stopped him.
"Keep your nose out of my love life," he waved a finger in front of Andrew's face. "We are not friends. My life is not your business. Keep your judgmental views, and opinions to yourself. Stay away from Jenny, too. Is that clear enough for you?"
Andrew shrugged. "It's your life you're ruining. But okay."
***
As soon as Liam got home, he decided he had to tell Jenny what had happened. Andrew was going to Middletown tomorrow and Liam was pretty sure he would try to talk to Jenny despite his warning.
He went inside his room, closed the door, and punched her number.
"Liam! I was thinking about you. How sweet of you to call," Jenny exclaimed.
"I'm always happy to hear your voice, Jen." Liam cleared his throat and said, "Listen, something happened this morning at school."
"Okay, it sounds serious!"
"It's not something you should worry about, but I thought it was better to give you a heads-up."
Then Liam told Jenny about his conversation with Andrew. She listened, not saying a word. When he was done, Jenny was speechless.
"I don't get how people can be so cruel, to put someone down simply because she can't walk," Liam said firmly. "Our relationship isn't anyone's business but ours."
"I agree," said Jenny, still lost in her thoughts. She couldn't shake off the feeling that Andrew was right. Liam could do much better than her.
"No, Jenny!" Liam said, all of the sudden reading her thoughts. "Don't go there. Andrew's words are not only laughable, but also insensitive and maybe even discriminatory."
"That's true, but the point is that you could find someone else to couple with, someone without special needs," Jenny said, speaking aloud her fears. She bit her bottom lip hard enough to draw blood.
"Someone better than you? Really? How can you think so little of yourself, Jenny? How can you think so little of me?"
"Liam, listen to me... Andrew's words brought my inner demons out. The truth is I'm scared. I'm scared one day you'll walk away from me. Meeting you, and dating you, it's like a dream come true. But I'm full of insecurities. It kills me not being able to push them away and trust I am the one for you."
"Listen, Jenny. I won't say that knowing you were in a wheelchair wasn't a shock when I first met you. But once we started dating and got to know you, I stopped thinking of you as a girl in a wheelchair, and instead thought of you as 'my girlfriend.' I can't do better than you because you're intelligent, you're funny, you're caring, you're loving, and you have great tits. These are the reasons why I love you..."
"Do you love me, Liam? I mean, REALLY love me?" Jenny's heart sped in her chest at Liam's words.
Liam chuckled lightly, "Of course, I do, silly, without a question. I am not going to leave you. Under no circumstance, you are going to keep me away from being with you. Would you stop loving me, if I become seriously ill?"
"I'll never stop loving you, Liam. I love you more than anything. You are my world."
"Good. For a moment I thought I would have to ask Kara to put some sense in your head with her bat."
They both laughed.
"Okay, since we are confessing our feelings, I am scared, too," Liam said.
"You are scared?" Jenny's voice couldn't sound more surprised. "Scared of what?"
"I can't provide for you the way you deserve. I can't give you all the things you need. I'll never be rich being a teacher. All I can do is do my best to make sure you never want for anything."
"Liam, I don't care if you are rich or poor. I don't care if you ride a bicycle or a fancy car. I don't need you to buy me things. I have a job too, and I've been handling myself pretty well so far, financially speaking. Being together is not about money. It is about choosing to be happy together, rich or poor. Please, do not allow money to interfere with our relationship. We are rich already because we found each other, and we love each other. You are all I want and care for."
There was nothing but silence on the other side of the line. It was a silence full of emotion and meaning. A silence that heals.
"Liam, are you there? Are you okay?"
She heard muffled sobs and sniffing. Then, in a voice hoarse with emotion, Liam said, "I am okay, love. I am more than okay. I love you, Jenny."
"I love you too, Liam."
***
The next day, during the lunch break, Jenny looked for Georgina and told her everything about her conversation with Liam and Andrew's attempt to meddle in their relationship.
Georgina was beyond furious.
"Leave that asshole to me," she said, cracking her knuckles."I'll kick his ass back to Tacoma."
Jenny laughed. "Thank you for the offer, but just help me to keep Andrew away from me. I don't have any interest in talking to him. Not now, not ever."
"I just don't get why people have to interfere in people's relationships. Do you have any idea how many times people asked me why I was dating a nerd like Daniel? Or asked Daniel, why was he dating a slut like me?" Georgina closed her hands in a fist.
Andrew cautiously approached both women. They were both staring daggers at him.
Andrew stopped in front of Jenny, cleared his throat, and asked, "Can I talk to you for a second?"
"I am not interested in listening to you at all. Please leave me alone."
Andrew didn't move. He looked serious. "Liam talked with you about our conversation."
"Of course, he did. He is my boyfriend. There are no secrets between us."
Georgina stood in front of him. "Piss off, asshole."
Andrew looked at her. "My business is with Ms. Grant, not with you."
"Guess what? She is my friend, and if you mess with her you mess with me. Got it?" Georgina sneered.
Andrew raised his palms. "I'm not looking for trouble."
"Why do you want to make Liam and I break up?" Jenny asked him.
"It's not personal, Ms. Grant. Let me tell you a short story. My father was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis. For most people, being there when a loved one needs you is a core value and something you wish to provide. But then, as my father's condition got worse, my mother felt angry, frustrated, exhausted, alone, and sad. The emotional and physical stress became overwhelming. By the end, she was a shadow of the woman she used to be."
Andrew stopped, gulped, and looked at Jenny.
"Believe it or not, I care for Liam. I don't want him to suffer the same fate as my mother."
Jenny was deep in thought now. She didn't see that coming. Georgina was looking at her, not knowing what to do or say.
"I get where you're coming from a bit better now," Jenny finally said. "Your parents went through a really bad rough patch. I'm My heart goes with them. As you can imagine, I know about living through tough circumstances first hand. I agree with you, it can be both mentally and physically draining. But..." Jenny raised her head to look right into Andrew's eyes. "Liam and I are not your parents. I barely need some care giving. I can handle myself just fine. Don't patronize me. I am with Liam because I love him and he loves me, not because I'm looking for a care nurse."
Andrew was not looking at Jenny. He looked defeated.
"The situation you lived in with your parents doesn't give you the right to give unsolicited advice. From now on, stay away from us."
He started to walk away, but Georgina stopped him. "You are in love with Liam. "
Andrew met Georgina's gaze, and then he nodded slightly, recognizing she had guessed his secret.
"Your motivation is not as pure, as you might like to believe."
Andrew looked at the floor and shrugged. "I truly hope you make Liam happy. My assignment here is over. You won't hear from me again."
CHAPTER 22
"What if next weekend we drive to Tacoma, and you meet my family?"
They had gone to the lake. It's a beautiful spring day, about seventy degrees outside and the sky was a crystal-clear bountiful blue. Looking out over the water, a breeze caressed her face, and she felt blessed to live in Middletown.
Jenny guessed Liam's intention. He was trying to reassure her that everything was okay between them after Hurricane Andrew hit them.
The proposal didn't take Jenny completely by surprise, Liam had mentioned it before, so she answered without hesitation, "Yes, I would love that."
She was overwhelmed with a sense of gratitude for what she had and how far she had come.
"Are you sure, Liam? Meeting the family is a big step in any relationship."
"I am positive. I never felt this for anybody. I don't care if it's too soon, I love you."
"I love you, too. I feel the same way you do. I'd love to meet them. Who are they exactly?"
"My grandparents and my mother. They are very simple and down-to-earth people. They are going to love you."
"Do they know about...?"
"Yes, Jenny, they know you are in a wheelchair since our first date. Relax."
"That means you'll get to know my parents, too? I know they are dying to get to know you."
"Sounds good to me."
So the next weekend, Liam parked his grandfather's car in front of his girlfriend's parents' home, rang the bell and waited.
A middle-aged woman opened the door and exclaimed, "Here is the prince who has stolen my daughter's heart. Welcome, Liam."
She gave Liam a tight hug. "I'm very happy to meet you and have heard so many great things."
It was so sudden and so weird that it left Liam speechless.
"He's quite handsome," she went, breaking the hug to look at Liam's face.
"That's enough, Mom. Let Liam alone before he runs away scared," Kara protested.
"We are so happy you are here," Jenny's mom said with tears in her eyes, kissing Liam's cheeks.
"I think you made that clear, Mom. "Jenny and my dad are waiting for you in the backyard, Liam. You better go and meet them. I'll hold my mother while you escape," Kara half-joked, and put her arms around her mother.
Liam hurried out to the backyard.
A bespectacled, middle-aged man of about fifty, was outside taking care of the BBQ.
Jenny was sitting at his side looking as gorgeous as ever. She waved at Liam.
"Hello, love. Come and meet my father," she said.
Jenny reached for Liam's hand. "Dad, I want you to meet the love of my life."
"Hello," her father looked surprised, as he squinted at Liam. "You are the music teacher."
"Liam to my friends," he reached out, and shook her father's hand.
"Liam, this is my father, Miles Grant."
"It's nice to meet you, sir."
"Likewise. Please call me Miles. How long have you and Jenny been dating?"
Liam looked at Jenny, and she shrugged slightly. "A few months." It was his best guess.
At that moment, Jenny's mother yelled from the kitchen, "Please come and help me with the salads, Jenny."



Jenny rolled back to the house.
"It is now or never," Liam thought, considering this would probably be the only time he would be alone with her father today.
"I know I have not known your daughter very long, but in the short time I have, I have fallen in love with her. She means the world to me. We don't have plans to get married yet, but when the time comes, I'd love to have your blessing to marry your daughter. I can promise you that I'll do everything I can to protect her and keep her safe."
"Isn't it a bit soon to ask for my blessing? Why the rush? Did you knock her up?"
"No, Miles, nothing of the kind. I love Jenny and I can imagine myself spending the rest of my life with her."
Jenny's father nodded, studying Liam closer.
"Does she mean that much to you?" he asked Liam.
"She does, Miles. I know I don't have to tell you how special she is."
"Jenny, come over here," Mr. Grant yelled across the yard.
Jenny pushed her wheelchair back to the grill. Liam instantly stood by his girlfriend, protectively placing his arm on her shoulder.
"Jenny, do you love this man?" her father asked her.
"Yes, Dad, I do very much."
"Do you see yourself marrying him some day?"
"Yes," Jenny smiled. "Absolutely."
"Then, when the time comes, I'll give my blessing for you to marry Liam."
"Marry Liam?"
Jenny looked at his boyfriend and he explained to her. "I just asked your father for his blessing."
"Really?"
"Yep. I want him to know I'm serious about us."
With a shriek of excitement and joy, Jenny stretched her arms to hug her boyfriend.
"I love you," she said. Then she looked up at her father and said, "Don't be jealous, I love you, too."
"I only ever wanted the best for you, Jen."
"I know, Dad. But you and Mom were holding on too tight. I was suffocating. That's why I chose to move out and live with Kara," Jenny said, with tears in her eyes.
"I'm sorry, baby. It's hard for a parent to let go of his child. There are not many things that I know for sure but I know that as long as you and Kara are both alive, you will be my single-most-important thing."
"I know, Dad. Thank you. You and Mom helped me a lot. I love you both."
Mr. Grant shook Liam's hand and said, "Take good care of my girl, Liam."
Without hesitation, Liam said, "I will, Miles. I promise."
"What's going on?" Mrs. Grant asked, approaching the group with a bowl of salad.
"Nothing is wrong, dear," Mr. Grant winked at his daughter, and she mouthed 'thank you' to him.
They all sat down and had lunch.
Jenny's parents fell in love with Liam. He was his usual charming self, the perfect gentleman.
At some point, Jenny's mother took her daughter aside. "He is a keeper, baby. Does he love you, wheelchair and all?"
"Yes, Mom, wheelchair and all."
"I give him my stamp of approval. Don't let him skip away. I've been praying for you and God has answered my prayers."
"Don't worry; I won't let Liam get away. I'm going to hold on real tight to him!"
Then, Liam and Jenny said their goodbyes and left for Tacoma.
Of course, Mrs. Grant packed some goodies for them to take on their trip. As they drove away from Middletown, Jenny thought to herself, "I'd love to spend the rest of my life with Liam."
They relished Mrs. Grant's homemade cookies on their hour-and-a-half drive to Northeast Tacoma. They were careful to save most of Jenny's mom's delicacies to share with Liam's family. They talked about many things along the way, and
"Why did you ask for my father's permission?" Jenny asked.
Liam shrugged. "It seemed the right thing to do. You know what I mean?"
Jenny shook her head, "No, not really."
Liam took his eyes off the road for a second to look at Jenny. "I'm twenty-seven. You are twenty-six. You love me, I love you. Being away from you is hard. You have become part of me."
Jenny's heart soared. "I was hollow inside before I met you. You've filled me, Liam."
"In more ways than one," he joked.
Jenny slapped his arms, "Oh, you!"
The rest of the trip they talked as if they were planning a future together, and they both went right along with it. It simply felt right.
"When we get to your grandparents', where will I sleep? Who will take care of me?"
"I have it all set up," comforted Liam. "I'll carry you to bed, and my mom will take care of your personal needs. Nana can take care of you if you prefer, but Mom is younger and stronger. They also made some changes in the house for your benefit."
"Liam! They shouldn't have."
"That's what I told them, but they didn't listen to me."
"How is your Mom doing at present?"
"She is doing fine. She is taking her meds and seeing a professional therapist."
"I'm glad she is okay. I was depressed too, you know?" Jenny said shakily. "I even took medications for a while."
Liam took one hand off the wheel to squeeze Jenny's hand. "I'm sorry to hear that."
"Thank you. What I mean is that I know how being depressed feels," Jenny gulped. "You need a lot of support from your loved ones."
Liam felt a familiar pang of guilt. "I could have done more for my mom."
They finally arrived at Liam's grandparents' house. The house was timeless, graceful, and probably a hundred years old. It was painted a soft, faded white, two stories tall, rectangular, and well-proportioned.
"Do you like it?"
"I do. It has a certain charm."
They have built a ramp to give easy access to the house.
"Aww, how sweet of them! I already like them," Jenny exclaimed.
Liam took the wheelchair out of the trunk, unfolded it, helped Jenny to sit on it, and pushed her up the path to the front door.
"Ready?" he asked Jenny, knocking on the front door.
"Not even a little bit, but let's do it," Jenny tried to laugh, but it seemed to get stuck in her throat. She smoothed her dress nervously.
"You look lovely," Liam took his girlfriend's hand and squeezed it gently.
"Liam! So glad you could make it!" Nana cried, opening the door before they could knock.
She sounded and looked genuinely happy.
Liam's mother, was behind her, and she was smiling, too.
"You must be Jenny," Nada said, taking both of the young girl's hands in hers. "You are so beautiful. Please, call me Nana."
Jenny nodded, broadening her smile. "I'm so glad to finally meet you, Nana."
"I'm glad to meet you, too," Nana said, leaning down to hug Jenny. She was the warm and fuzzy kind of woman.
"I'm Stella, Liam's mother," she said, kissing Jenny's cheeks.
"Nice to meet you, Stella. You have raised a wonderful son."
"Thank you. Please, come on in"
Liam looked behind and saw Jenny hesitating at the entrance.
"What's wrong?" he asked her.
"My wheels are pretty dirty," she said in a low voice. "I don't want to mess up your grandmother's floor."
"Nonsense, floors were made to get dirty," Nana said, resting importance on it.
Wheelchair obstacles such as rugs, sofas, and coffee tables had all been removed.
"My husband adapted the bathroom of the guestroom, so you can wheel yourself alongside the bath to get to the loo," Nana explained. "He is pretty handy."
"Oh wow, did you go through all this trouble just for me? You shouldn't have," Jenny's eyes got misty.
"Not at all," Liam's grandfather affirmed. He approached Jenny and shook her hand. "We did it for us. We want you to visit us as often and as long as possible. I'm Alfred. My friends call me Fred. I'm so glad to meet you, I've heard so much about you."
"I'm happy to be here. I have never felt so welcomed," Jenny said, sincerely.
"So, what do you think?" Fred asked Jenny, opening both arms. "Did I do a good job?" He sounded a little nervous.
"I think you did a perfect job. You, guys, are awesome," Jenny easily wheeled herself into the living room.
The hours of the day flew away. They had such a happy time. They played Scrabble and Jenny finally knew why Liam was so good. Fred was extremely competitive and played a mean Scrabble game up to the end.
Jenny had never hoped or dreamed that Liam's family would accept her as Liam's girlfriend so easily. She was in a wheelchair, after all.
After dinner, Jenny glanced behind her, but the living room was empty now.
"Where did everyone go?"
"Very subtly giving us some privacy, I suppose. Do you want to see my room?"
"I'd love to."
Liam guided Jenny through a wide aisle. They came to a stop in front of the last door.
"My room," he informed her, opening it, and pushing her through.
Liam's room faced east. Shelves of CDs and sound equipment covered one wall. An acoustic guitar rested on a stand, another lay on the floor. Shelves filled with books lined another wall. A desk by a window held a laptop.
"Your family was really nice to me. They made me forget I am handicapped. They didn't look at me the way other people see me."
"You are my girlfriend and the girl who makes me happy," Liam said. "That's all they care about."
Jenny shook his head. "I was worried. I wasn't sure they were going to like me. I'm disabled and I look like it."
"Are you kidding me?" Liam exclaimed in surprise. "Andrew's words are still messing with your mind?"
"Sadly, I'm not kidding," Jenny gently bit her bottom lip. "I can't tell you how much what he said fed into my insecurities."
"Okay, you are disabled, but you are also pretty good looking. And nice. And funny. They love you, you know. They are happy I am happy with the love of my life."
"That would be me," Jenny joked, pointing at herself.
"Of course it's you, silly! Who else could be?"
"Maybe they would prefer it if you date another girl," she said. "One whose legs work."
"Can't you get it into your thick skull that you are the one that I want!" Liam said firmly.
As the words left his mouth, he realized the truth in them. He didn't want to date any other girl. The truth, which he just realized that second, was that there was only one woman he loved.
And he was looking right at her.
"Liam..." Jenny started saying.
"Just shut up," he said to her. He lifted her from her wheelchair, gently lowered her into his bed, and pressed his lips against hers.
Jenny tasted his breath, warm and sweet, as he pulled her closer to him and ran his palm up her back and into her hair.
"Darn, Jen," he breathed, when their lips separated for a second.
"I know," Jenny said.
She had kissed a lot of guys in her life--not hundreds or anything, but a lot, for sure. And of all those guys, this was the most intense kiss she had ever been a part of. Her lips were tingling and she could feel herself shaking, her heart slamming in her chest like a hammer.
They fitted together so well, that she barely noticed that Liam's twin bed was only big enough for one person.
Maybe part of it is that they were in Liam's bedroom. It made the whole thing feel illicit in a way she hadn't felt in many years. She knew that any second, Liam's mom or grandparents could do the old one-knock-and-enter bit and catch them making out. Somehow that knowledge fueled the intensity, and suddenly they were ripping each other's clothes off.
They kissed a little bit more and then Jenny felt Liam spreading her legs. She felt herself tingling all over with excitement because she knew what he was going to do. She had never had a guy go down on her.
Jenny was trembling with anticipation by the time his tongue finally made contact with her clitoris. She didn't know what in hell Liam was doing down there, but it was the most incredible thing she had ever experienced.
Liam kept her on the delicious brink of orgasm for so long that when she finally came, it was an explosion of pleasure, like nothing she had ever felt before.
And just as the first waves of pleasure ebbed, Jenny felt another explosion coming, then a third.
When Liam finally lifted his head, Jenny was drenched, literally drenched, with sweat.
"Sorry, I'm all sweaty," Jenny said.
"I don't care," Liam said and kissed her on the lips and her sweaty neck and shoulder.
Jenny loved Liam's naked body. It might not be as perfect as some other guys, but she loved it because it was his.
They made love once and again, and then again until they both fell asleep in each other's arms.
***
When Jenny woke up the next morning, she didn't remember falling asleep. She lay in bed waiting for the haze to go away.
Liam was still asleep. He looked adorable. His hair was sticking up in all directions. He didn't snore, but Jenny could hear the sound of his deep breathing. She felt like she could watch him sleep for hours, but then she suddenly caught sight of the digital clock in the room reading 9:15 AM. She instantly flew into a panic.
"Oh, my God!" She practically screamed. "It's morning! I stayed here all night!"
Liam didn't react at first, because he was asleep. He rubbed his eyes, and then finally said, "Huh?"
"It's morning," Jenny repeated. "I spent the night in your room."
"So?"
"So..." she shook her head. He didn't seem to get it. "I don't want your grandparents to think I slept with you."
"I think they figured it out when you didn't go to your room last night."
"It's still weird."
"Jenny, I'm pretty sure my mother and my grandparents know we are having sex."
"Maybe, but not under their roof."
"Hey, this is my home, too."
"Maybe so, but it doesn't feel right to rub it in their faces. Help me to go back into my room. I can shower there. Maybe they won't notice."
"That doesn't seem very likely. Nana wakes up at like seven AM every morning to start breakfast."
"Damn!"
Liam could see the inner turmoil in her eyes, so he said, "I'll escort you to your room."
Jenny got back in her wheelchair, and slipped on a T-shirt and jeans. Liam was always amazed at how quickly she could get dressed.
Naturally, Liam's mother picked that moment to do the old one-knock-and-enter routine.
"Liam," she was in the middle of saying, "I washed your--"
And then she just stopped talking.
Jenny couldn't even bring herself to look up at Liam's mother.
"Jenny, I'm so sorry!" she cried. "I didn't know you were here!"
"Um, yeah," was all Jenny could manage to stammer. She couldn't believe she was 26 years old and she just got caught sneaking out of her boyfriend's room.
Liam looked at his mother, and said in a low voice, "Mom. We need some privacy."
"Yeah, sure. I'm sorry. I should have knocked. I'll be in the kitchen. Will you join us for breakfast?" Liam's mother asked, with evident embarrassment.
"We will, but we need to shower first," Liam said with a laugh.
"I'll go now," Mrs. Craig said, and she closed the door.
"Liam!" Jenny said. "Are you laughing?"
"No," he said, but then he chuckled slightly.
Jenny crossed her arms and tried to look angry, even though she was not. "You think it's funny?"
"Of course not," he said. He picked up her hand and held it on his own.
She gritted her teeth. "I'm going to go take a shower now."
Jenny took her time taking a shower and changing into a new outfit. The second she walked into the living room, she saw Nana sitting on the couch talking with Liam's mother.
When both ladies saw Jenny, they offered her a broad grin. They seemed thrilled by the news.
"Hi, Jenny!" Nana said, in an overly cheerful voice. "Did you sleep well?"
"I... did," Jenny mumbled. Her face was red as a tomato.
The rest of the day was full of innuendos and double-meaning jokes.
On the drive back, Liam and Jenny were acting goofy in the kind of way they hadn't acted in a long time. They just couldn't keep their hands off each other. It was annoying because Liam needed both hands to drive, but they really couldn't stop touching each other. At every red light, they kissed.
Amazingly, they made it back to Middletown without dying in a car crash.
Liam was looking at Jenny in a way that she didn't think any guy had ever looked at her before in her life. She had dated a fair share of men, but none of them had been that crazy about her, including Gordon. And she couldn't help but wonder why. Why did Liam feel so strongly about her?
"I don't get it," Jenny said, voicing her thoughts. "What's so great about me?"
"You're Jenny," Liam said, simply as if that explained everything.
And the funny thing was that it sort of did. Because it was exactly the same way she felt about him.
Liam stood with Jenny for the rest of the Sunday, and then he drove back to Tacoma.
CHAPTER 23
"These trips back and forth from Tacoma are taking a toll on our relationship," Jenny told her sister. "The last time we talked on the phone his voice sounded exhausted. He is not sure if he is coming here this weekend."
"Long-distance relationships are not easy. It is hard being away from someone you love," Kara opined.
"Yes, it is. Big time. Chatting, talking on the phone, or sending each other pictures, all of these things make me feel closer to Liam. But it's not enough. Not anymore. I want more than just a long-distance relationship."
"Okay, I could drive you to Tacoma," Kara offered. "I happen to be free this weekend."
"Thank you, Sis, but you'll end up hating me if you have to drive me back and forth."
"I would do anything for you, Jen. I love you."
"I love you back just as much. "
Liam is a great guy. He helped you to be the best version of yourself. This is the happiest I have seen you in a very long time," Kara said with a smile.
"Liam is the best boyfriend ever. I owe him so much more than what I've been giving him. I just don't know how to thank him for everything."
"Why don't you take your relationship to the next level?"
"What do you mean?"
"Turn your long-distance relationship into a marriage."
"What?! Are you out of your mind?"
"Liam already hinted that he wanted to get married when he asked Dad for his blessing."
"That's true. We talked about it during our trip to Tacoma. But it doesn't mean he is going to propose any time soon. I think he wanted to show that he was serious about us."
"Jen, do you love Liam?"
"Yes, I definitely love him."
"Does he love you back?"
"Yes, he does."
"Do you see yourself spending the rest of your life with him, having his kids and a future together with you?"
"Yes, I do, but..."
"Then what are you waiting for? Go and get your man."
"It's not that simple, Kara. For example, where are we going to live? Middletown or Tacoma?"
"You said Liam's grandparents own a big house. They even remodeled it for you."
"Yes, they did, but... I don't want to live in Tacoma, I love Middletown. I wouldn't live in a big city if I could help it. Besides, I'd be away from you and Mom and Dad, from my students... On the other hand, I couldn't ask Liam to leave his work, and his family to come to live with me here. It would be asking him to make the same sacrifice I'm not willing to make," Jenny let out a cry of despair.
"Have you talked about these things with Liam?"
Jenny shook her head. "No, of course not."
"It's time to take the bull by the horns, Sis. When things are meant to be they just happen."
***
Liam came into the house after a long, tiring week. He was especially looking forward to the weekend to spend time with Jenny.
He found that a small dining area had been set up at the end of the room. A dinner table with candles and flowers. A delicious smell was coming from the kitchen, making him realize how hungry he was.
"Mom? Nana?" he yelled. "Did any of you have a romantic dinner planned and forgot to tell me?"
"Nope, guess again," Jenny said, rolling her chair out of the kitchen. "Surprise!"
"Jenny? Wow!" Liam was speechless.
"I hope you're hungry."
"I'm starving. Where's everyone?"
"Your grandparents and your mother went away. We have the house for ourselves tonight."




"How did you get here?"
"Kara drove me here. Don't worry, she drove back to Middletown right away."
"And you went to all this trouble because..."
"Because I love you, and I realized the weight of the effort you have been putting in to ensure the well-being of our relationship."
"Okay," Liam was looking at Jenny with a puzzled expression. "I'm glad you are here."
Carefully, so he wouldn't unsettle Jenny in her wheelchair, Liam pulled her closer until their lips were just a centimeter apart. "I have been longing to be with you all week," he murmured. And then he closed the distance between them and kissed her.
Jenny released Liam's lips. "You know I love you, right?" she whispered, their lips just millimeters apart.
Liam took Jenny's hand in his own. "I know. I love you, too."
Now was the time. Now or never. With shaking hands, Jenny pulled a box from her lap and cracked it open, offering up an amazing smile and the most beautiful amethyst-and-diamond ring Liam had ever seen.
"I'm not the most traditional woman, so here it goes, I love you." Jenny pulled one box out of his chair where she'd tucked it beside her thigh. "I want to spend the rest of my life with you as your wife, if you don't think it's too much to ask. Will you marry me, Liam Craig?"
She held out the little box, and Liam took it with a shaking hand.
Liam's eyes were as wide as saucers now. "Marry you?" He stared down at the ring, and then back at Jenny. His eyes glistened with tears, shocking Jenny. Liam wasn't a crier. "Why are you proposing to me?"
"Because I love you. Because I know you love me back. Because I think that now is a good time to make a commitment to a life together," Jenny explained. She choked on the words. "We're stronger together, and we love each other. Why should we wait?"
Liam was still not convinced. "Jenny, we talked about this. I'm not changing my mind about us, you don't need to worry. I love you with all my heart."
"No! It's nothing like that. The thing is I don't want to be away from you. I don't want a long-distance relationship. Eventually, it will put a strain on us. Love can be lost through distance and time. I don't want to lose you, Liam. I love you."
"I don't want to lose you either. I have to admit distance is starting to be a problem. I need more than just the weekends," Liam admitted, twisting his mouth.
"If I have to move here to Tacoma to be with you I will. I checked it with your grandparents and your mom and they are thrilled with the idea. I could ask for a transfer to Tacoma and teach here."
"No way! I've been thinking about it too, and I'll be the one moving in with you. I like Middletown better than Tacoma."
"Are you sure? What about your grandparents and your mom?"
"They said, 'Go and get married. It is time for you to leave the nest.' We can always visit them here."
"I don't want to take you away from your family."
"You are my family now. You are my future."
"Not yet. You haven't said yes."
Jenny tickled his side. "Say yes."
"Maybe."
She tickled him again harder. "Say yes."
"Yes, I want to marry you."
Even though everything was moving fast with them, it still felt right.
The smile Jenny gave Liam said all the unspoken words.
Liam smiled back, leaned down and kissed Jenny, then took the ring from the box and slid it onto her finger.
"Nana said, the ring, it's a family heirloom."
"Oh wow! Nana gave you her grandmother's ring," Liam exclaimed, taking a closer look at the ring.
"If you want to make it official now, that's fine. We can go down to City Hall on Monday, get a marriage license together, and make an appointment. We could be married by the end of the week."
Liam didn't know what to say. But then Jenny took his hands, looked into her eyes, and realized he felt the same way. He wanted a future with Jenny.
"I'm ready and willing to do it, but I want us on the same page. Do you want kids?"
"Yes, I do. And before you ask, yes I can have babies."
"Good." Liam leaned forward and brushed his lips against hers. "Now, marriage. Are you sure you don't want a big fancy wedding?"
"A big fancy wedding?" Jenny grinned at him. "That's not us. I'll be fine sitting at your side, not rolling down the aisle in a wheelchair."
"I see your point," Liam said, smiling back. "I'll have a small wedding on one condition."
Jenny looked at Liam, "We'll get married in your hometown. We can marry in an outdoor ceremony and have a small wedding reception at your parents' place. Just family and close friends."
"Sounds good to me. Our families are going to think we're crazy," Jenny said.
"You didn't tell your parents?"
"No, just Kara."
"Jenny, are you sure this is what you want?"
"Absolutely. You are all I want, all I long for."
CHAPTER 24
Even small weddings take lots of time to plan and organize to ensure that the occasion will be beautiful, enjoyable and memorable with minimal stress.
Luckily, Liam and Jenny counted on the help of family and friends.
The following weeks would forever be categorized as the best time of their lives. They saw each other every day since Liam asked for a transfer to Middletown High and moved in with Jenny.
"Move in with me," Jenny told Liam when told her about his transfer.
His brows shot up, and he looked at Jenny in surprise.
"Seriously? You'd want me to live with you?"
"Well, yeah. We're already together almost every day. I mean unless you don't--"
"I'd love to." Liam smiled and swooped down to take his mouth in a sloppy kiss. "On one condition."
Jenny froze. "What?"
"Anything." She'd promise almost anything to keep Liam close to her.
"I'll pay my part of the lease and contribute to the household." Liam laughed and pulled Jenny's shirt, dragging her back for another kiss.
At the same time, Kara moved to a small apartment a few blocks away from them. "I'll be watching you, Liam. You better take good care of my sister," she warned her future brother-in-law with a smile, pointing at him with her pink bat.
Liam's mother and grandmother gathered with Jenny's mother and Kara to organize the wedding.
Liam joked around about most things to do with the wedding, but Jenny caught him, more than once, staring at her with a look of love and adoration on his face. She was sure he cared about all of it more than he allowed himself to show.
Then, the big day finally arrived.
"Oh, my God, I'm going to be married this evening," Jenny exclaimed.
She had a special breakfast with Kara and her mom and then started getting ready for the wedding. They took care of Jenny's hair and makeup. Mrs. Grant was overjoyed, humming the wedding march.
When they were done, Jenny looked at herself in the mirror and could not believe her eyes. They had done a very good job. Jenny tried to hold back the tears so she wouldn't ruin her makeup. The person in the mirror couldn't be her.
She gently held her daughter's face between her hands. "Getting married doesn't change the fact that you're still my little girl. I still worry about you. I love you and I'll always be there for you whenever you need me."
"Thank you, Mom. I love you."
Liam and Jenny had decided to get married at the gazebo. It looked amazing. Its white wrought ironwork entwined with a profusion of flowers, and lights. Jenny's students, directed by Georgina, had pulled out all the stops to make the venue as spectacular as possible.
A string quartet, composed of members of the school band, struck up 'Pachelbel's Canon'.
Jenny could barely control the turmoil of emotions she was feeling.
Her father pushed her chair up the ramp. It felt as if she was riding on clouds. When she looked up at Liam and he looked back at her, she saw a man who loved her more than she could ever imagine.
The wedding ceremony took place sitting down. Liam was wearing a suit for the first time since his father's funeral. Jenny was sitting at his side, wearing a very simple white dress with a garland of flowers in her hair, radiantly beautiful.
Jenny had her sister as a witness, and Liam chose his grandfather. Liam didn't invite any of his colleagues from Tacoma. On the other hand, all the pupils of the school and all the teachers were there.
When Liam saw Jenny at his side, shaking a little from the nerves, he knew for certain he was doing the right thing. She leaned against him as she repeated the vows, clutching onto his arm.
The wedding service itself was very brief but poignant.
Liam lifted Jenny's hand to his mouth and kissed her wedding band and engagement ring. "I'll love you no matter what," he whispered.
As newlyweds do, they signed the deal with a kiss. Liam lifted the veil and bent to kiss Jenny with such tenderness that she had to fight tears.
He captured her face between his hands, feeling the warm flush with his fingertips. He pressed his lips against hers and felt them trembling.
Liam broke the kiss reluctantly and searched Jenny's face. There was nothing but love in her eyes.
Jenny's heart floated above her, riding the wave of whistles, cheers, and applause.
"We're married now, my love. Can you believe it?" she said.
"I do. Can we get a pizza now? I'm starving," Liam whispered. Jenny rolled her eyes and laughed.
There was an atmosphere of joy surrounding them. They were so happy that the smile, no, the grin, was fixed upon their faces. Jenny was the happiest woman on earth.
She never received so many hugs and kisses from so many people.
It was a small reception, as they wished, full of love and joy. Well, as small as a Middletown event can be. It was held at the school gym. Jenny's students decorated it. Somehow, they managed to convert a plain gym into a romantic wonderland.
Jenny gave a short talk about not giving up on your dreams.
"When I look back at my life thus far, there were so many occasions that I could have given up, yet I kept going. Sometimes when life kicks us hard we must take charge and move forward. Everything that I went through was to lead me to this moment, to Liam. For that, I'm grateful. You are everything to me, Liam. I'm so glad you never gave up on me. You saved me."
Liam felt tears in his eyes. With a wide smile, he leaned down and kissed his wife.
Liam's words were brief. "I want to thank ground control for a successful mission."
Everyone laughed. Liam could hear Nana scolding him, "Liam, be serious!"
"But mostly I want to thank this lovely lady because when she's by my side, I don't have to leave Earth to feel out of this world." He looked at Jenny and added, "Before I met you, I dreamt of you. When you showed up, I realized dreams come true. You took the impossible. Made it simple. Made it happen. Made me happy."
Georgina took the stage, microphone in hand. "Let's hear it for Jenny and Liam!" she said.
The crowd whooped and hollered again.
The dancing began as soon as the dinner plates had been carried away. Of course, the bridal couple led off the dancing. They repeated their dance routine and got even more cheers than the first time.
"And now, we have a surprise for you," Georgina announced, "Liam's high school band reunited to play a song tonight.
Liam took the microphone and said, "This is for you, my love, 'You make my dreams' by Hall & Oates."
The band sounded great. They had a good audience reaction and had the dance floor filled.
Jenny was their biggest fan, swaying to the music and clapping. She thought Liam looked pretty hot playing guitar and singing.
"You know, you are pretty awesome. You got yourself some groupies, tonight," she told Liam when he came down from the stage.
"I'm only interested in one girl."
Jenny's face radiated the happiness she felt once she looked into Liam's eyes. He was her dream come true. He was the man who brought all the love, happiness, and joy into her life. She was Mrs. Liam Craig now.
"What are you thinking about love?" He whispered the words into my neck and wrapped his arms around her.
"I was thinking about the future."
"Don't worry, once the reception is over we can plan forever."
"Forever? I like the sound of that"
Liam couldn't help but smile at Jenny. His face hurt. He didn't know that it was possible to smile that much in such a short amount of time. "I just fell completely in love with you,"
Jenny smiled and mouthed her next words slowly. "I fell first since you kicked my ass playing Scrabble. I prayed to God for a miracle and you came along."
"Am I your miracle then?" Liam asked raising an eyebrow.
Jenny nodded, "You are my miracle, and I will spend my life dedicated to loving you more and more. Thank you for reminding me every day that I am special in your eyes."
She had never felt so much at once. She lifted her head and look back up into his eyes.
"You are special, my beautiful wife, and don't ever let anyone tell you otherwise."
Liam held Jenny close. He kissed her softly on the nose and mouth and chin and then started to lick her earlobe, in a way that she knew meant he wanted to have sex.
She smiled. Liam made her loved and desired. He made her feel like a whole new woman. She rubbed his bulge tenderly, encouraging the idea.
Liam had supported her, and had forced her sometimes to do what she needed to. He had never failed her, no matter how he had been tested or strained.
And as long as she was bound to Liam, Jenny was strong and free and whole.
THE END
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Hi, welcome back to Middletown.
If you want some background about the MC, you can read "Red as love", "Eye of the Beholder", and "Rain". Or you can read this story as it is, and hopefully enjoy it.
****
CHAPTER 1
Benjamin Campbell didn't like to snoop around his grandfather's office. He wasn't even allowed to go in there, but he needed a book from the library to complete a school assignment, and he was home alone.
He looked through the shelves full of books, took out a thick volume, and accidentally dropped an old wooden box that was placed on top of it.
Several photos of him at different ages were scattered on the floor, as well as an envelope with a handwritten address.

"The Middletown Gazette, Middletown, WA"

The envelope wasn't sealed, and Benji opened it with trembling hands.
"Who sends letters nowadays?" the boy thought.
Inside he found his latest school photo and a handwritten note. It said, "Your son has grown up a lot this year. He has definitely entered puberty."
"Your son?" Benji exclaimed. His voice echoed in the empty office.
When he started asking questions about his mother, his father told him that his mother had died giving birth to him.
If that was true, why did his grandfather have his latest photo in an envelope addressed to someone who lived in another state? Why did he tell her he was her son?
Benjamin didn't know much about his mother. Her name was Janice. She had dark hair, blue eyes, and a beautiful smile. His father was always saying that he looked a lot like her. It was obvious since he didn't look like his father at all.
Benji had a mystery in front of him. Was his mother dead or not? If his mother was dead, why was his grandfather sending his photo to someone across the country?
But, if she wasn't dead, why had his father and his grandfather lied to him all his life?
He needed to find out the truth. There was no point in asking his father about it. If they had been lying to him, they'd probably lie again.
"Why don't you call The Gazette to see what happens?" a little voice inside him suggested.
"Yeah, why not?" He said aloud.
He turned on his grandfather's laptop and Googled 'Middletown Gazette, WA' in the search bar. He found a website and a phone number. His heart was beating hard and heavy beneath his ribs, as he punched the number.
A few seconds later, Benjamin heard the voice of a woman on the other side of the line. "Middletown Gazette, how can I help you?"
Was he listening to his mother's voice? Suddenly, Benji didn't know what to say. He opened his mouth, then closed it again. His mind froze.
"I can hear you breathing. This is not funny, I'm going to hang up."
"Wait!"
Gathering all the courage he could muster, he said, "Sorry, my name is Benji. I'm twelve years old. I'm investigating women in journalism for a school project. How many women work at your newspaper?"
"I'm the only one working here. I run the whole paper by myself. I write the articles, do the editing, the printing, and the distribution," the female voice informed him, with a note of pride in her voice. "I also answer my own phone."
"Can I pay you a visit and ask you a few questions?"
"Sure, we are open from 8.00 am to 6.30 pm. Some days we stay open even later."
Benji didn't know what else to say. His brain was busy processing this new information.
"Hey, buddy, are you still there?"
The room was spinning around him.
"Uh, yeah... May I ask you what your name is?"
"Janice Cooper, reporter, and editor-in-chief."
Benji ended the call and stared at the phone as if it was going to bite him. He wrote down the name on the envelope and put it in his back pocket.
One thing was sure, his father and his grandfather had lied to him all his life.
He looked for Middletown in Google Maps. His supposed mother lived across the country. He had to devise a plan to travel there on his own and uncover the truth.
He typed in the search bar, 'minor traveling alone.' He read some articles and then typed, 'unaccompanied minor form.'
CHAPTER 2
Robert Campbell looked out his flat window, toward Madison Square Park. He was a successful lawyer in his father's firm working on high-profile cases.
His father, Alistair Campbell, had built his group practice with his eye on having his son join him one day. Everything in Robert's life had moved along as his father had planned.
Everything except one thing; he had always felt empty and alone.
"It's true what they say, money doesn't bring happiness," he thought, looking at his reflection in the window.
"Robert? Are you thinking about the Gardner case?" Alistair asked.
"No, father. I am not."
"What is it then? Let it out, son," his father asked. "What has the boy done this time?"
Robert smiled. His father knew him too well.
"Benji is hiding something from me," Robert finally admitted.
"Could you call him by his full name? Benjamin is a more distinguished name than Benji."
"Cut that crap, Dad. You know I don't care about it."
"Language, Robert." Alistair shook his head, and sighed, "Why do you think Benjamin is hiding something from you?"
Robert thought about his son's behavior over the past few days.
"He's nervous, distracted, and comes home late, something he has never done before. Do you think he has a girlfriend?"
"It wouldn't surprise me. After all, he is his father's son. You used to be quite a lady's man. Did you have 'the talk' with him?"
"Yes, Dad. He knows everything about the birds and the bees. That's not it."
"Why don't you ask him?"
"I already did. He looked me in the eye and said it was nothing. But he was obviously lying. It's like he's mad at me for something."
"Now that you mention it, he has been avoiding me too," Alistair said and shrugged. "Teens. I guess he's reaching that age. You were a very rebellious teenager, too."
"He is only twelve years old!"
"Kids nowadays are smarter than we were in our growing days. With easy access to information. The other day I saw a six-year-old girl teaching her grandmother how to use a laptop. It amazed me to see how fast kids learn these days."
"Yes, children are tech-wise, but they still need guidance and role models. Benji lives in a house full of men, goes to an all-boys school, he has no sisters or mother..." Robert sighed. "I think he misses having a female figure to dote on him, a mother."
Alistair frowned. "That girl passed away when Benjamin was born. He never got to know her. How can he miss someone he never knew?"
"It doesn't mean that he doesn't miss having a mother figure in his life."
"Maybe now that he's older, we could send him to a boarding school," his father suggested.
Robert raised an eyebrow.
"Really, Father? This is your solution? Send the problem away instead of dealing with it? Great parenting skills! He's barely twelve years old, for Pete's sake!"
"I sent you to boarding school when you were even younger, and you didn't turn out too bad," his father said, sipping his whiskey. "It was one of the best schools in the country, and I knew they would take good care of you."
"I hated boarding school so much! I wouldn't encourage anyone to go to one."
"Where is the boy now?" His father asked, changing the subject.
"He is at home, doing his homework. Or At least, that's what he told me."
Alistair nodded. He also suspected the kid was probably playing video games.
"Maybe you should start to date. Find a mother for Benjamin."
"Oh, no, not this again, father," Robert groaned, pinching his nose.
"Robert, you're stuck in the past, holding a candle for a woman you barely knew."
"We dated for years, Father. We were in love."
"It's not healthy. Not for you, not for Benjamin. You need to move on. Find a fine woman and marry her."
"I didn't find anyone I like enough to marry and set up home with."
"You're being too picky."
"I don't like to screw up, I don't think that's a crime. I have a son to consider also."
"Doing nothing might avoid your making a mistake, but doing nothing can be the biggest mistake of all."
"Whatever woman I bring into my life needs to know that Benji comes first," Robert said.
"Come on, Robert. You are thirty-four years old, and you haven't had a date since... when? I don't even remember it. You turned down almost every girl that I introduced to you, and if you date them, you date them for a week or two and that's it."
"You and I think differently about what a good woman means, Father. None of them were mother material."
"That's why God created nannies."
"I won't let Benji be raised by a nanny! Period!" he closed his eyes and shook his head, obviously controlling his temper. "I'd rather be alone than marry the wrong woman."
"Let me tell you something, Son. All that new age crap about 'you just have to stop looking, and it will happen,' or, 'it always happens when you least expect it;' it's not true. Those new-age freaks don't know what they're talking about. The 'right' woman isn't just going to fall into your lap."
CHAPTER 3
Robert drove to his apartment, took a shower, and changed into something more comfortable. He couldn't help but think about Janice.
He took the framed photo of them he kept on his night table and reminisced.
Robert and Janice met in college. It was pretty much love at first sight. They instantly felt a connection, and before long, they were in a serious, steady relationship.
They spent all the time they could together, they had dreams of being big. Janice wanted to become a famous journalist. Robert was going to be a lawyer, and then a partner in his father's firm.
His father, however, didn't hide his dislike of his girlfriend.
"Janice is a good woman, Dad. I love her. We're going to live together and get married. Get over it."
"Aren't you rushing a bit, Son? What do you really know about this girl?"
"I know that I love her. I know that we were made for each other. She makes me happy. I'm sure that she is the one. Why wait when you find your soulmate?"
"Soulmate? Robert, we had a plan about what comes next for you; you'll graduate and in the fall, you'll be working in the firm with me. That's what we always planned."
"That's what YOU always planned, Father."
"Just put one foot in front of the other, and in a few years, I promise you'll be happy where you are."
"I'm happy now, Dad... with Janice."
"Robert, this is not the right time to get married. You have other goals to achieve first. Other things to live −"
"Stop trying to live my life for me. It's MY life, Dad, not yours."
"Well −" Alistair interrupted his son, but suddenly bit his tongue.
Robert looked at his father. "Well, what?"
"Nothing. You're right. Forget I said anything."
Robert and Janice went to live together in New York after they graduated. He started working at his father's firm. She got a job as a journalist for a small magazine. They were making plans to get married soon.
Those months, the months before Janice's disappearance, were the best months of their lives. Every moment shared, presented itself to them as a gift. Their love was strong. Robert knew he had finally found a woman who loved him to distraction. Janice was the woman he pined for his entire life. Robert was happy and content for the first time in his life. Things couldn't get any better.
Until it didn't.
When his father first mentioned a prenuptial agreement to Janice, she looked at him and said, "I am not after your money, Mr. Campbell. I love Bobby for who he is, not for what he has. I'll sign whatever fair agreement you present me."
Robert was never so proud of his girlfriend.
Even so, Alistair's fears did not subside.
One day, Robert was waiting for Janice to come out of her workplace. As soon as she entered the car, he pulled her into his arms. For the first time, she resisted him.
Robert felt her reluctance before she relinquished her hold on him and sat back in her seat.
"What's wrong, Jan?"
"Everything."
A grimace broke out on his face. "Why do I get the feeling this has something to do with my father?"
"No, not this time."
"What is it, then?"
She shivered. "You're going to hate me when I tell you."
A sound of exasperation escaped Robert's throat. "That wouldn't be possible. Come on, Jan. Don't keep me in suspense any longer."
"I'm pregnant," she confessed. "I couldn't believe it when I found out, not when I knew we took precautions."
To her shock, his eyes blazed with light. A smile lit up his handsome features. "We're going to have a baby?"
"Yes. I am almost three months along."
"Sweetheart, when did you find out?"
"Two days ago."
"Two days and you didn't say anything until now?"
"I've been too scared."
Robert reached for his girlfriend and crushed her in his arms. "How could you be scared to tell me something so wonderful? You know how I feel about you."
"I'm not scared of you."
"You're scared of my father," Robert interrupted her.
"He's going to think I'm a gold digger."
"I don't care about what my father thinks."
"He is a powerful man. He could make our lives a living hell if he wanted to."
"I can handle him, don't worry."
"I would hate to be the cause of an estrangement between you and your father."
His father didn't take the news as badly as Robert thought he would. Maybe he was finally mellowing towards Janice. Later that day, Robert was assigned to a team working on a complicated and time-sensitive case that took him out of the city. He barely had time to pack a travel bag and leave Janice a note.
When he returned, Janice was gone. At first, Robert panicked, thinking that something bad had happened to her. He checked every hospital in the area for accidents and called every mutual friend. He even called her hometown, in case she'd decided to return to Middletown. The police looked for her, but there was not one substantial lead regarding her disappearance. His father even hired a PI who found nothing.             
Janice seemed to have vanished from the face of the earth.
After two months without any results, the police downgraded the search. They thought Janice had simply bailed on Robert.
Then, out of the blue, he got a call from a private clinic two states away.
Janice had died from complications related to his son's birth. She had listed Robert as the father. They were calling to ask him to come and pick up his baby boy, and Janice's ashes.
Robert was in shock. The love of his life had died, and he had a son.
Alistair took charge of everything. He made the funeral arrangements. All Robert got was Janice's ashes in a box. Someone at the clinic informed him that she had specifically requested to be cremated in case something happened to her.
When he called her hometown to let them know the bad news, people were sad to hear the news, but no one showed any real interest in coming to the service. No one knew anything about her parents' whereabouts.
Robert seemed to be the only person who cared for her.
After a private funeral, Robert found himself alone with a baby. By every measurable factor, he was not ready to be a father.
However, in life, very few things happen when you are ready.
The first night, he looked at his baby boy, and asked himself, "What am I supposed to do?"
Raising a baby all by himself from day one wasn't easy. He had to balance his career with his son.
Solo parenting was hard. He made lots of mistakes, but he didn't give up. Every day, he picked his son up from daycare and spent time with him. When Benji grew up, they went to museums, baseball games, and Disney World.
Being a single father was hard and changed Robert's life forever. Money helped, of course, but Robert refused to hire full-time nannies to take care of his son. He was going to be the father that Alistair never was.
Anything that had to do with his future should automatically involve his son, as well. He was going to raise his son to be a good person, kind and respectful to everyone.
****
Robert stopped reminiscing when he got home. The apartment was silent and dark.
"Benji! I'm home!" he called.
Silence was the only response he got.
Suddenly, he had a bad feeling. He ran to Benji's room. It was empty. Where the hell was his son?
He tried his son's phone, but it was turned off.
"Damn, Benji! I told you that you should never turn off your phone!"
He called every person Benji knew, from schoolmates to teachers. He had gone to school as usual. The limo driver picked him up from school and drove him to the apartment building.
No one had heard from or seen Benji after that.
Robert drove to each and every place his son used to hang out, but there was no sign of him.
With a heart full of dread, Robert dialed 911.
Benji's disappearance felt like a déjà vu.
CHAPTER 4
Lobby camera footage showed Benjamin leaving the building alone with a backpack soon after he returned from school. The doorman remembered he had taken a taxi.
The police were looking for the taxi driver.
Robert had checked his son's room and found out he had taken some clothes with him, and the money he kept in his piggy bank.
When the policemen arrived, they asked him the usual questions. Being a lawyer, he knew them by heart.
"Have you and your son argued?"
"No."
"Do you think he may have run away from home?"
"No."
"Does he have a girlfriend?"
"Of course, not! He's just twelve."
"Where do you think he might have gone?"
"I have no idea. I already looked in the usual places."
The officers exchanged a look that made Robert clench his teeth. He could practically hear what they were thinking; another rich snob who didn't pay attention to his son.
The boy was probably a spoiled rich kid who had grown out of control.
Nothing was further from the truth, of course, but the policemen didn't know it.
If anything, Robert paid too much attention to Benji, he had always tried to fulfill the role of father and mother on his own. He knew everything about his son, or thought he did, until today.
"We'll take a look at hospitals and bus stations, Mr. Campbell. Call us if he gets in touch with you, okay?"
"That's all?" Robert looked at the policemen without believing his ears. "My twelve-year-old son has... has..."
He waved his hands in despair. He couldn't say it. Maybe if he didn't say it, it wouldn't be true. His son had not disappeared.
Robert took a deep breath and tried again. "My son is out there, alone, in a big city and all you're going to do is take a look?"
"We can't do much more, sir," said one of the officers, avoiding his gaze. "Nothing indicates that it could be a kidnapping or any other criminal act. The fact that he took all his money and some clothes with him, suggests that he has run away from home. In those cases, the normal thing is that they return voluntarily, most of them do."
It was the cases of those who didn't, that made Robert's heart shrink.
"That's it, you're going to bed," Alistair told his son, as soon as the officer left.
"No, Father, I can't."
"You have to lie down, or you'll fall, and that is not going to help Benjamin."



"What if I'm sleeping, and they find Benji, and he is−"
"Don't!" his father ordered. "Don't borrow trouble. Until we know any differently, Benjamin is in a snit or something..."
"Benji doesn't get into snits," Robert interrupted.
Alistair sighed. His son was right. What could have possessed his grandson to do such a stupid thing?
"Who knows what might have set him off?" Robert exclaimed.
"He is twelve, almost a teenager."
"You keep saying that as if he was replaced by an alien when we weren't looking."
"That's what the teen years are like, if my memory serves me well, Robert."
Alistair patted his son's back. "He'll show up, soon. The boy will be grounded for life, and lose all privileges into infinity. Now go and lie down, Robert."
Robert nodded slowly. "Okay, but only for an hour. Then I'm going back out to keep searching for him."
"I'll be right behind you, son."
***
Benji had been missing for twenty-four hours. Robert hadn't slept a wink. He couldn't eat. He felt little, to nothing at all.
The police had called saying that the hall camera at Penn Station had caught a boy that matched Benji's description getting into a train going to Chicago.
Robert recognized his son's clothes immediately. He was wearing the Dodgers cap he had gifted him.
"Benji took a train to Chicago. Why?" Robert asked no one in particular. "What's in Chicago?"
Alistair already knew the answer to that question, and he didn't like it. The boy wasn't going to Chicago. He was going to Middletown. Alistair went into his studio and checked the wooden box. The envelope he was going to send that girl was missing.
He checked the latest searches on his laptop and found that someone had looked for the Middletown Gazette. It was also the last number on his office phone.
He had to go into damage control right away.
CHAPTER 5
Sheriff Bert Thomas walked into The Middletown Gazette building and greeted its only occupant. Janice Cooper was typing on her computer.
She was the reporter, editor, printer, and distributor of the local newspaper.
The old sheriff got along well with Janice. He had seen her grow up in a broken home where she had to fend for herself. Her parents argued all the time until they finally divorced.
Janice's father disappeared after the divorce, and her mother didn't care much about her.
Another person who liked Janice was Marcus Carter, the descendant of Middletown founder. They both had strong tempers and didn't socialize much. Janice had been Marcus Carter's source of information on local events since she took over the town's paper years ago. In exchange, he made regular donations to The Gazette.
The short list of people who liked Janice ended with her half-sister, Rain, and her husband Rolf. Janice had donated bone marrow to save Rain's life and had earned their eternal gratitude in the process.
"Good morning, Ms. Cooper. How are you doing today?" the Sheriff greeted her.
Janice barely lifted her gaze from the screen. "Good morning, Sheriff Thomas. I'm doing fine. Thanks for asking. A cup of freshly brewed coffee?"
"No, thank you. I'm trying to stop. Upset stomach."
Janice nodded absent-mindedly.
"What can I do for you? Did you bring me some news for the next edition? I still have a couple of empty columns to fill."
"My sister's dog ran away again."
Janice rolled her eyes. "Your sister treats that Chihuahua as a human baby. Even dresses him in baby clothes. There should be a law against it."
Janice laughed at her joke, but Bert Thomas' face remained serious.
"There is something else, isn't there? What's going on?"
Bert Thomas cleared his throat, and said, "We found a boy at the bus station. He was asking people how to get to The Middletown Gazette to talk with Janice Cooper."
"Come again?" Janice turned her head from the screen and gazed at the sheriff.
"Come on in, boy."
A young boy stepped into the building.
At first, Janice thought her eyes were playing tricks on her. The boy looked exactly like the one in the pictures she got every year from Alistair Campbell.
The kid took a few steps more ahead, and looking into Janice's eyes, he asked nervously, "Are you my mom?"
Janice felt a shiver run through her body. She was speechless for the first time in her life.
"Benjamin?" she gasped, standing up and stepping forward to take a closer look at the boy. "Oh my God, is that truly you?" Her voice cracked.
The boy swallowed and nodded. "It's Benji. Nobody calls me Benjamin except for my grandpa."
If Janice would have been in his life all these years, she'd have known that. But she didn't, which made her a nobody. At least, he was inviting her to call him by his preferred name. Maybe one day, she'd move her way up and become someone important in his life.
"Benji... My Benji..." Janice whispered, almost to herself.
She couldn't hold it any longer. Tears started trickling down her cheeks.
The boy stood there looking awkward and uneasy.
"They told me you were dead!" he finally cried.
"The rumors of my death have been greatly exaggerated," Janice couldn't resist quoting Mark Twain. Then she wiped her tears, and begged, "May I hug you?"
Benji nodded slowly, his own eyes red and shiny.
Mother and son hugged each other for a long time. The sheriff coughed away the emotion.
"How did you find me?" she asked finally, breaking the embrace and wiping her son's tears with a tissue, "Did your grandfather tell you who I was? Did he come with you?"
"No, they told me you were dead," the boy said, with ill-contained rage. "I found an envelope in Grandpa's office addressed to you with a picture of me inside."
Benji took the envelope from his backpack and handed it to Janice.
"I was the one who called you some days ago."
Janice looked at the picture, and said, "You were the kid who called because you were writing a school paper about female reporters."
"Yes, except that there is no report. I made that up to talk with you."
"I don't understand... Did you come to Middletown all by yourself?"
"Yes, I did." Benji looked quite satisfied with himself. "I didn't learn until a few days ago that you were alive. When I discovered my father and my grandfather had been lying to me all my life, I made a plan to come to see you.
"They signed the Unaccompanied Child Form, thinking it was a paper from school. They never check what they sign, which is strange being lawyers."
"So, Benji, no one knows you're here?"
Benji shook his head.
Janice looked up at Sheriff Thomas.
"Maybe we should all sit down and chat a bit," the sheriff suggested.
They sat down, but no one said anything. The silence dragged on for a few more minutes. Benjamin began to get nervous because he didn't have further plans besides finding his mom.
"Did you eat something?" Janice asked her son.
"I ate two sandwiches and a bag of chips," he said.
Janice extracted her lunch from the small refrigerator she kept in her office and placed it in front of her son.
"Eat."
Benji opened the Tupperware with shaky fingers. There were beans, hard-cooked eggs, nuts, lean turkey, ham, and brown bread. She poured her son a glass of orange juice.
While Benji ate lunch, Janice had time to order her thoughts, "You have to call home and tell your father you're okay. He must be going crazy looking for you. How long did your trip take?"
"Three days," Benji said, wiping his mouth with a paper napkin. "I'll call him, even when he's a liar. But first, you have to answer some questions for me. Okay?"
Benji's blue eyes were staring right at her.
Janice's lips curved in a smile. "Go ahead."
"Why did you abandon me? You didn't love me?"
Janice's heart shrunk. It was as if the weight of all the bad things she had done all her life suddenly came down on her.
"I loved you since the very first moment, Benji. What happened had nothing to do with my love for you."
"What happened then?"
"Do you want the whole ugly truth?"
The boy thought for a second and nodded with determination.
Janice sighed. She didn't want to go there, but her son deserved to know why he had grown up without a mother.
"The short story is that your grandfather forced me out of your life. He thought I was a gold digger going after his fortune. He threatened to make my life a living hell if I didn't sign over my parental rights."
Benjamin pressed his lips together, breathing through his nose. He looked as if he was about to cry. He had overheard his grandfather discussing his cases with his father long enough to know about the games and manipulations he was able to perform. His grandfather was ruthless.
"Okay. Now I want to hear the long story," the boy said.
Janice wet her lips and started talking. It still hurt so much to revisit what had happened.
"Every day for the last thirteen years, I've wanted to explain to you what happened. I just hope you don't hate me."
CHAPTER 6
"How much?" Alistair Campbell asked Janice.
"How much what?"
"How much money do you want to give up your rights to your baby?" Robert's father asked.
Janice gasped at him. "Are you trying to buy my baby? Do you think that I am the kind of woman that would sell her baby for a few thousand?"
"I was thinking more like a few hundred thousand."
Janice's eyes widened, "You're insane."
Alistair had come to talk with her as soon as Robert left to work on a case that would keep him away for the weekend.
Alistair studied Janice's face. In the half-light of the hallway, he looked like a predator, and she was the prey.
Alistair realized he had been wrong about the girl. She wasn't going after his money, after all. He decided to change his strategy.
"I can offer your son a better life than you ever could. He'll have everything money can buy. Best doctors, best schools, best opportunities... he'll grow up as a prince."
Alistair let his words sink in and added. "What kind of life can you offer to your baby? A single mother from a backwater town, with no job, no friends, and no family to support her."
Janice looked at him in surprise.
"Yes, I've done my homework, Ms. Cooper." And he added, in a low creepy voice, "Or should I say, Queen of Mean?"
Janice shook her head, fighting the tears. A great sadness seized her as her past as a bully came back to haunt her.
"If you're smart, you'll take my offer. You won't like the alternative. I'll have social services on your back every day, and in the end, I'll get the baby for free. I'll fight you every step of the way. I don't need to remind you that I own one of the biggest law firms in the country. Money won't be a problem."
Janice gulped. She knew it wasn't an idle threat.
"Robert won't let you... He loves me. He'll fight you," she said between tears.
Alistair laughed an evil laugh. She could tell looking into his eyes that he wasn't amused. "Did you really think that Robert was madly in love with you?"
Janice nodded.
"Did you believe that my son was going to marry you?"
She nodded again.
"He was looking for a mistress, my poor innocent child, not a wife."
Janice shook her head, and whispered, "No, that's not true."
Alistair laughed again. "Men like Robert marry into money. What can a poor girl like you offer him? Did my Robert give you the 'this is real love' speech?"
Janice gulped hard. Her world was crumbling down around her.
Alistair arched a brow, and smirked at Janice, "I taught him well, didn't I? The Campbells marry upper-class girls, and use scum like you for sex."
"I don't believe you! You're nothing but a liar! Bobby loves me! He truly loves me. I know he does," Janice said, on the verge of tears.
"Who do you think sent me here to settle this matter with you? You were nothing but good sex for him. This stunt you pulled getting yourself pregnant ruined everything. He doesn't want a future with you."
"It was not a stunt! I know you're lying! Robert loves me!"
"You can think whatever you want... We don't believe in abortion so, Robert is willing to do the right thing and take the baby out of your hands. You'll be free to live your life without the stigma of being a single mother. We are ready to make a very generous offer."
"No... no... no... I won't give up my baby. I'll fight you!"
Alistair shrugged. "Well, I guess I'll see you in court then, Ms. Cooper. You better get yourself a good lawyer." He stood up. "Oh, I almost forgot..." He opened his briefcase and handed Janice a set of papers.
"I don't understand. What is this?"
"This, my dear child, is a restraining order preventing you from having any contact with Robert, this apartment, his workplace, and my house."
Silence grew between them. The only sound was her soft cries and the rapid beat of her heart against her chest.
He checked his watch. "You have two hours to vacate this place."
Alistair turned around and walked to the door.
"Wait...!" Janice called after him, between sobs.
***
Janice didn't realize she was crying until her tears fell on the floor.
"That was the hardest decision I had to make in my life."
Benji was crying too.
"I was young, pregnant, and all by myself. Your grandfather was right, I didn't have anyone to turn to. My parents had disappeared from my life and I had no friends back home. So, I took the coward's way out. I signed a bunch of papers I didn't bother to read. As soon as he left, I tried to call Bobby on his phone, but your grandfather answered it instead of him. He told me that if I ever tried to reach Bobby again he would enforce the restraining order, and I'd deliver my baby in jail. Some minutes later, two men came and told me to pack my stuff. They drove me to a private facility two states away. I was practically a prisoner 'til the day you were born. Alistair made sure I had whatever I needed during the pregnancy. I barely got to carry you in my arms. Then, a nurse came and took you away from me. Part of me died that day."
Janice made a pause to wipe the tears from her cheeks, and went on, "The next day, your grandfather came and gave me a nice check that I put in a trust fund for you. The lawyer is supposed to contact you when you're eighteen. The first days after giving birth, I almost lost my mind with grief. When I finally pulled myself together, I came back to Middletown. No one welcomed me at all. People were surprised to see me. They had heard rumors saying I was dead, so I made up a believable explanation and did my best to go on with my life.
"My mother was in Europe chasing husband number four or number five. My father had moved to South America after the divorce. The last thing I knew was that he was living in Rio de Janeiro or Buenos Aires, not sure which city because he never contacted me again. People in town still hated me. My best shot at describing what I was beset with was terminal loneliness."
Janice's face was distorted with anguish.
Sheriff Thomas placed a hand on her shoulder and squeezed it gently.
"My poor child," he muttered. "I never knew any of this."
Jenice shrugged. "No one did. No one cared."
She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, trying not to hyperventilate.
"The woman that came back to Middletown was an angry young lady who hated the world because she hated herself for what she had done."
Janice blew out her breath feeling exhausted. "You must hate me too, Benji. I know I still hate myself for what I did. Do you have any idea how many times I thought that I should have fought for you? I hope you can forgive me because I'm damned if I can forgive myself!"
Janice started crying her heart out.
"I don't hate you," Benji said in a small voice, caressing her mother's back.
The young boy looked at his mother, unable to formulate any words. His mind was still processing what he had heard. In the past few minutes, he had learned that his dad and his grandpa had been lying to him all his life. They had also forced his mother away from him.
Silence surrounded them.
"I know what I've told you doesn't fix anything. I know it might even make everything worse, but you deserved to know the truth. That's the minimum I owe you."
Even at twelve, Benjamin could see that the woman in front of him was telling him the truth and that she was truly sorry for what she did.
"All this time, I said to myself I was fine, but I wasn't. There were times when I could go nearly a whole day and not think of you, Benji. But most of the time, I felt an open hole in my heart. A gaping wound that cried out for the boy I gave away," Janice picked a new tissue to dry her tears. She rasped, "So, to answer your question... I never stopped loving you. Not once. I love you, Benji, I always did. I always will. Please, believe me."
Benjamin wiped the tears from his eyes with the back of his hand and gave Janice a long thoughtful stare. Then, he swallowed hard and said, "I don't hate you. I am angry with my dad and my grandpa. They did this to you... to me... They are nothing but liars."
The sheriff cleared his throat and pointed at the phone with his head. Janice nodded.
She sniffed, blew her nose, picked up the receiver of her free-hands phone, and handed it to her son.
"Talking about them, it's time to call home, and let your father know you're okay."
CHAPTER 7
Robert's phone rang, and he took the call without checking the screen. He had offered a reward for any information about his son's whereabouts.
"Hello?" he asked, out of breath.
"Hello Robert, it's Benjamin, your son," the boy's voice was cold as ice.
"Benji? Oh, my God, Benji! Thank God you're okay! I've been so worried! Where are you? Why did you run away?"
"I'm here with my mother, Father," the boy spat the last word. "You know, the one you and Grandpa told me was dead. Guess what? She is alive!" sarcasm was dripping from every word the boy said.
"Your mother? No, no, no! Benji, listen to me carefully, this can't be true. Your mother is dead. Whoever you are with, she's an impostor. Is she asking for money? Did she contact you with a cockamamie story? That's why you ran away?"
"Liar! Liar! Liar!" Benji screamed at the phone. "You're nothing but a liar! My mother, Janice Cooper, is in front of me right now. She looks exactly like the photos of her you keep on your desk and your night table. She told me what you and Grandpa did to her. How you forced her to give up her right to me! I hate you and I hate Grandpa for what you did to her! I hate you, I hate you, I hate you!"
Janice placed a hand on her son's back and rubbed it gently trying to calm him down.
"Benji, please, wait a minute! I have no idea what you're talking about. Are you sure the woman you are with now is your mother?"
Janice, who had been listening to the whole conversation on the speaker, leaned down and said, "Hello, Robert. Remember me? Janice? The girl you used and dumped when you knew she was pregnant? The woman you said you loved and then sent your father to kick her out of your life? The woman you and your father stole her baby from?"
Robert recognized Janice's voice immediately. It was imprinted in his brain. Her voice was still as sexy as a saxophone in the night.
His heart skipped a beat. Benji was telling the truth. Janice was truly alive!
Robert took a while to get his mind around the fact. His heart was thumping fast in his chest.
"Janice! Oh my God! It's really you! You're alive! But, how−? My father told me you were dead! When you disappeared, I looked for you everywhere. I thought I was going crazy. Dad even hired a PI to find you. Then, some months later, they called me from a private clinic, and told me you had died giving birth to our son..."



Janice frowned.
"Really, Robert? Are you telling me that you believed that I was dead? What about my dead body?"
"Of course, I did! They said you wanted to be cremated. They gave me a box with your ashes.
"I loved you with all my heart, Janice. I couldn't understand why you ran away from me. We were in love. We were going to marry. I thought you might have had an accident and lost your memory. Or that hormones scrambled your mind... or... I don't know... This is crazy!"
Robert felt like crying and screaming at the same time.
Janice leaned down, and said, "I thought we were good, too; 'til your father came to me one day and threatened to make my life a living hell if I didn't sign over my parental rights to Benji. He told me he was acting on your behalf. He said to me that you never loved me and everything we lived together was a lie! According to your father, you only wanted me as a mistress. He said I ruined everything by getting pregnant and going after your money..."
On the other side of the line, Robert was pulling his hair out.
"No, no, no, no... This is crazy! This has my father's fingerprints all over it. He's a devil in disguise! Janice... Please, listen to me, nothing of what my father told you is true. Oh my God, this can't be happening!"
Robert felt his blood pressure spike, so he took a deep breath in and exhaled slowly to calm his nerves. "Janice, you have to believe me I didn't know any of this. My father lied to you. He lied to me, too. I never stopped loving you. We need to clarify this mess immediately. Where are you?"
Janice was confused, not knowing what to believe or what to trust. "The same place I have been living for the last years, Middletown, my hometown. Thank you for telling everyone here I was dead, by the way. Nice touch."
Robert's mind was racing, connecting the dots. Janice was alive! Was it possible? He composed himself enough to say, "I'm taking the first flight to Seattle, and we'll talk. Please take care of Benji 'til I arrive. Get to know him. He is a great kid. I'll make things right, I swear. This is all a big misunderstanding."
Soul-destroying pain and anger ripped through Janice's body.
"Make things right? How? Can you go back thirteen years and stop your father from ruining my life? I missed the first twelve years of my son's life! Misunderstanding you said? Try diabolic plot, and you'll be closer to the mark, Robert! Benji and I are the ones who got screwed," she screamed on the phone.
Sheriff Thomas placed a hand on Janice's shoulder and squeezed it gently.
"I can only start to imagine how you feel, Janice. I got screwed, too. All these years I thought you were dead−" Robert shook his head, "I'm sorry for what my father put you through. You're right, I can't turn the clock back, but I'll make it up to you in any way I can. Put Benji back on the line, please."
"You're on speaker, Father, I heard everything you said. Do you swear you didn't know what Grandpa did to Mom?" The boy looked as confused as Janice was.
"Benji, I swear on everything sacred, that I truly thought your mother was dead. I can't believe your grandfather did this to me... to you... to your mother... He has a lot to answer for as far as I'm concerned. Stay there with your mom. Talk with her. Get to know her. She's a wonderful woman. I'll be joining the two of you as soon as possible. I love you."
"I guess I love you, too, Dad. I hope you are telling me the truth now. If I discover you lied to me again, we're through."
"I'm telling you the truth, Benji. I promise. Please, believe me."
"It's okay, I guess, Dad. But I still hate Grandpa."
"He's not my favorite person right now."
Robert talked with Benji some more, doing his best to reassure him,and calm him down, and finally ended the call.
Janice was angry and terrified all at the same time. Robert was coming to Middletown. Was he telling the truth? Was this conversation just an elaborate act to take Benji out of her life again?
If Robert was telling the truth, and she was almost certain that he was, she was going to see him again.
She was no longer the young girl Robert remembered. That girl was gone along with her faith in love.
What would Robert think of the bitter woman she had become? Janice couldn't imagine.
Janice closed The Gazzete and took Benji home. They talked for hours. After dinner, Benji could barely keep his eyes open. Janice took her son by the hand and led him to the guest room. The boy was physically and emotionally drained. Sighing, she wished her son goodnight and walked towards her room.
Janice went to the bathroom and looked at herself in the mirror. She used to see a beautiful woman who looked to be in her early thirties. But, now she detected her suffering in the fine lines around her eyes. Her hair was no longer long and straight. Now, she wore her dark hair short, loose, and fluffy. She was thinner and less curvy.
She had changed in so many ways that she felt Robert would hardly recognize in her, the girl he had loved.
CHAPTER 8
Alistair Campbell rushed into Sheriff Thomas' office, placed a paper on his desk, and ordered, "Sheriff, I want you to enforce a restraining order ASAP."
The man in the black Armani suit screamed 'lawyer'.
The old sheriff put on his glasses and took a brief look at the paper in front of him while he sipped his coffee. He scribbled some notes on a piece of paper and ignored the man in front of him.
"Did you hear what I said?" Alistair Campbell asked, with more emphasis than necessary.
Sheriff Thomas took another look at the order in front of him and said, "First, good afternoon. This might be a small town, but we keep our good manners."
"This is a serious, time-sensitive matter and I demand−" Alistair Campbell raised his voice, but Bert Thomas ignored him and kept talking.
"Second, I might be a small-town sheriff, but I can read. At least, when I have my glasses on. This order expired nine years ago."
Alistair Campbell was prepared for that.
"I'll get a new restraining order as soon as I can see a judge. I have the paperwork ready in my briefcase. In the meantime, the child's welfare comes first. I want my grandson, Benjamin Campbell, in my custody and Janice Cooper in jail."
Bert Thomas took off his glasses to put them in his shirt pocket, crossed his arms, and looked at Alistair Campbell without saying a word.
"Well? Why are you still sitting there?" the lawyer asked. "Do something!"
Bert Thomas cleared his throat and said in a very slow, quiet voice, "You see, Mr. Big Lawyer, I have a couple of problems with what you said. Judge Anderson went fishing, and he won't be happy if I call him right now for a bullshit thing like this. Trust me, you don't want to get on Judge Anderson's bad side. You might end up in jail, no matter how important you think you are. Besides, since the order is no longer valid, Janice Cooper has every right to meet with her son. Especially considering that it was the boy who looked for her and not the other way around."
"You're playing with fire, Sheriff. I'll call the governor, I know him pretty well, and I'll ask him to..."
Bert Thomas took the phone from his desk and punched a number. After a few seconds, he said, "Hello, Patrick. Bert Thomas here. How are Elisa and the kids? That's good to know. Listen, I have a New Yorker lawyer here claiming that he knows you... Let me see..." Bert put on his glasses again and read from the restraining order. "Dr. Alistair Campbell.... Yes, I had to read it from a paper he gave me because he didn't introduce himself... Yeah, I told him the same thing about manners... Oh, you have no idea who he is? Okay, I'll let him know... Thank you... I'll do that... Give my regards to the family... You too... Bye."
"Fine, I don't know the governor, but I do know a lot of very important people who can make your life a living hell."
"You can stop the name-dropping and the threats before even starting, Mister Big lawyer, because it won't do you any good. I heard the child's father, Mr. Robert Campbell, giving temporary custody of the minor, Benjamin Campbell, to his birth mother, Ms. Janice Cooper. I know verbal agreements are a bit of a gray area, but it will hold 'til the boy's father arrives which should be very soon. Then, you can settle this matter with your son. You'll have your hands full, trust me. He was royally pissed at you when he heard the whole sordid story of how you stole a child from a scared young woman and lied to everyone in the process. Until the boy's father arrives, he will stay with his mother."
Alistair's face went red at the thought that his son knew the truth about what he had done.
"I'm his grandfather. You can't keep my grandson away from me," Alistair said.
"I'm doing you a favor, trust me. Your grandson hates your guts for what you did to his mother and him. So, with all due respect, you can take your big city syndrome, your expired restraining order, and your bad manners and shove them up your ass."
Fire issued from Alistair Campbell's eyes, and smoke came out from his ears.
Bert Thomas stood up, "A fair warning, sir, if you bother the boy or his mother, I'll personally get a restraining order against you. Judge Anderson will be happy to interrupt his fishing trip to sign it, and I'll be happy to enforce it," he touched his hat, and said with as much sarcasm as he could muster, "Have a nice day."
CHAPTER 9
As soon as Robert arrived at Middletown, he drove straight to The Gazette building.
He found his son in the backroom, standing beside an old printer. Janice was explaining to Benji how the local paper was made. He was asking a lot of questions about the process. They looked good together.
"Benji! Thank God, you're okay!" Robert exclaimed, on the verge of tears. "I've been dead worried about you. Don't do anything like this again! Come and hug me."
He opened up his arms, and Benji ran into them. Father and son hugged for a long while and they cried together. Janice began to shed tears, too.
When they finally broke the embrace, Robert took a good look at Janice. A woman he had loved with all his heart; a woman he thought was dead. A woman he never forgot.
"Janice?" Robert whispered, shivering from head to toe. He looked as if he had seen a ghost. "Is it really you?"
Janice looked into the eyes of the man she had once loved with all her heart.
"It's really me," she said, blushing.
She felt a combination of love and anger toward Robert. The two emotions tangled and fought within her.
"You are truly alive," Robert muttered under his breath.
"Last time I checked, I was," she replied curtly.
"Let me look at you," he asked.
Janice was still the most beautiful thing he'd ever seen. Nothing had changed in that respect. Emotions swirled through him, tenderness, and compassion for what she went through, the need to hug her, tell her that he still loved her...
"You haven't changed a bit," Robert finally said, mesmerized by her beauty.
Janice planted her hands on her hips. "Did you just insult me, or compliment me?"
"Go with the compliment angle. Can we talk?" His lips pressed into a tight line. "Please?"
She nodded slowly.
Robert gave her a shy smile, and the last years seemed to vanish from his face. He was again the young, handsome man Janice had fallen in love with.
"I was showing Benji how the printer works. It was designed and built in the sixties. We are still kind of vintage here. We are getting to know each other better in the process," Janice ruffled her son's hair fondly. "We have a lot of lost time to make up for."
Robert nodded, and his expression saddened.
"I know I can't turn around what happened, but I'd like to try."
"Did you bring a time machine with you?" Janice snapped.
Robert shook his head. "You're mad at me, and I get it. I'd be too if I were in your place. I understand if you don't want me around. I know that showing up won't make things right... but we need to talk, it's the first step to making this right. I swear I didn't have anything to do with what my father did. I can't begin to imagine the pain my father has caused you."
"You already said that, Robert," Janice looked down at Benji, and asked her son, "You know your father better than me. Do you believe him?"
Benji took a couple of steps, stood in front of his father, and studied his face.
"Is it true, Dad? Did Grandpa do all this to Mom?"
"It looks like it, Benji." He looked back at Janice and asked arching a brow, "Mom?"
Janice shrugged, "Benji's idea, not mine. I may have given birth to him, but that doesn't make me a mother. I still feel I need to earn the title. I don't deserve a second chance, but Benji thinks differently. I'm happy that he took the time to hear me out."
The open and honest manner in which Janice expressed herself was one of the things Robert loved most about her. Looking at her, he began to think about how his love for her had remained as strong as it was when they first met.
"Thank you for not cutting me off." Robert's voice was shaking. "You always did have more nobility in one little finger than anyone else I've ever met had in their whole body."
"I'm not so sure about that. Thank you for saying it anyway, Robert," Janice said, softening a bit.
Robert took Janice's hand in his, and she let him. "It's never too late to learn how to be a good mother. I have no doubt Benji will gladly give you feedback on how you're doing, and he will certainly let you know when you're 'just not getting it.' Trust me, I know from experience."
"Thank you," Janice whispered, looking down at her son.
"You made the wrong decision, but from what I heard, you didn't have much of a choice. You were a scared pregnant girl, fighting with a very well-known, powerful, wealthy, and mean corporate lawyer. I know my father's schemes pretty well, though I never thought I would be on the receiving end of one of them. I have no idea why he did this to us, but you have to believe me I had no part in it."
Janice looked down at her son, and the boy nodded slowly.
Robert went on. "My father robbed us of twelve years of love, he robbed of Benji twelve years with his mother, and he robbed you of being able to see your son grow up. He will pay. Trust me."
"I thank God for this moment. You have no idea how many times I have dreamed of meeting my son," Janice's voice was choked with emotion.
"Dad, I want to stay here with Mom. She has been alone all this time. She needs me," Benji said.
"We don't have to decide anything right now," Robert said in a non-committal tone.
His father's answer made Benji even more furious.
"I won't go back to New York! And I won't live with Grandpa! He has lied to me all my life and I can't forgive him!"
"We'll talk about it later, Benji."
Benji had a feeling that another person, an angry and unpleasant boy, had taken possession of his body. He felt like the Hulk, exploding from within.
"NO! I DO NOT WANT TO GO BACK! I'LL NEVER FORGIVE GRANDPA! I HATE HIM!"
Robert showed his son his palms.
"I hear you, Son. I won't force you if you don't want to. Don't worry, I'll deal with Grandpa."
Janice tried to diffuse the situation. She pointed at Benji's cap and asked, "So, are you a big baseball fan?"
Benji relaxed a bit and nodded. "Do you like baseball, Mom?"
Janice shook her head. "No, not really. I don't know anything about baseball. I'm a misfit, I suppose."
"Dad and I love it. I can teach you," Benji's voice was now full of enthusiasm.
Janice smiled at her son. "Okay, Champ. What's all the fuss about baseball?"
Benji started to explain to Janice the basis of the game, and Robert mouthed her thank you with a wide smile on his face.
CHAPTER 10
Later that evening, when Janice closed her office, Robert and Benji walked with her to her place. Hours had flown away.
It was an incredible experience to be walking alongside her son, holding his hand. The boy radiated an energy and vibrancy that was almost tangible.
"You won't find an empty place anywhere, Robert. It's high season. Every available place is taken. You could drive to Seattle or Portland, but it's a long drive. However, I live in a big house with plenty of room for you. Benji slept in my guest room last night."
"What about your husband? Would he be okay with this arrangement?"
Janice snorted, "I am not married."
Robert couldn't believe how happy it made him know Janice was still single. She didn't belong to someone else. He was sure it wasn't for lack of suitors.
"What about you? Any wife at home?" Janice asked back.
Robert shook his head.
"He doesn't have a wife," Benji prodded. "He doesn't even date."
Janice opened the door to her place, and let them in.
"My mother left me the house when she went to Europe trying to catch a rich husband while she still had the looks. This house is the only inheritance I got from her."
Robert took an appreciative look, and said, "It's a nice house. Good bones. Modern design with every comfort."
"I don't have anything else to spend my money on."
"It is really big, Dad," Benji exclaimed. "Bigger than our apartment."
"My parents' original idea was to raise a big family. Of course, plans changed when they discovered they weren't compatible at all, which is a subtle way of saying they hated each other. They argued all the time 'til they finally got divorced. Their fights used to drive me crazy. It was all I knew when I grew up. Some nights, I had to cover my ears with a pillow and force myself to sleep.
"My father was in the import/export business. He traveled a lot and cheated on my mom any time he could. I recall one night I was in my room listening to them yelling at each other. Calling each other every name under the sun," Janice sighed. "It was heartbreaking. My dad left soon after that. I never saw him again. He became a check in the mailbox."
"I'm sorry, Janice. You never got to talk much about your family," Robert said, sympathizing with her.
"Well, I was never proud of my parents, so I preferred to keep it to myself. Your father, however, was well-informed about my past and my parents' whereabouts when he forced me to give up my rights to Benji."
Robert shook his head.
"I'm not surprised. He likes to hold all the cards in his hands before taking action."
Janice opened a door and showed Robert another empty room.
"We can put an extra bed in Beni's room if you want to sleep together," she offered.
"Nah, thank you. I'll sleep in my own room. Dad snores," Benji said.
His father laughed and ruffled his son's hair. "Fair enough, Benji."
"There are blankets in the bottom drawer if you find you haven't covering enough. "Why don't you get settled while I cook something for dinner? Is pasta okay?"
Robert and Benji nodded. "Pasta is fine."
"The bathroom is at the end of the corridor if you need it."
Robert looked down at his son. "I didn't think about getting clothes for you, Benji, but I can lend some of my shirts for tonight. Tomorrow we can go shopping."
"Okay, Dad. I brought some clothes with me," he said.
"Smart boy. I was dead worried about you, Benji. Please, don't do anything like this again. Yell at me, get mad at me, but don't run away."
"I'm sorry, Dad. I thought you were a liar. I was angry. Still am."
Robert gave his son a sad smile.
During dinner, Janice asked Benji lots of questions about every single detail of his life. Benji asked just as many questions back. Robert sat back and let them do, enjoying the exchange between his son and his mother.
Janice only wore a bit of mascara and Robert wasn't sure if she even had lipstick on, but she looked more beautiful than he remembered.
Janice must have felt him watching her because she turned toward him. She smiled at him and Robert nodded, admitting he had been caught staring at her.



Exhausted after another long and exciting day, Benji finally went to bed, which gave Robert and Janice some time alone to catch up.
"You are so incredibly attractive in so many ways that I cannot understand why armies of men aren't lined up at your door to ask you to marry them," Robert said sincerely, over a cup of tea.
Janice twisted her mouth. "If you stay long enough in town and take the time to talk with anyone, you'll discover I'm not exactly well-liked in Middletown."
"I can't believe that," Robert lied. He remembered well, the cold reaction to the news of her death from the people in her hometown.
Janice's expression was saddened. "You better believe it because it's true. I hate to say that a huge part of those opinions are based on the bad decisions I've made all my life. I was an angry young girl and I took it out on everyone who crossed my path. The fact that I was forced to give up my baby, didn't do any good to my temper. It took months after Benji was born before the numbness went away. Then, pain and guilt descended in full force.
"I have no family except for a half-sister I met not long ago. She and her husband are probably the only ones in Middletown who feel some affection for me."
"Knowing a bit more of your story, I can understand where you're coming from," Robert reached out and squeezed Janice's hand. "You really don't have any friends here in Middletown?"
Janis snorted. "Friends? You mean people who hate my guts? Yeah, I have plenty of those. I don't blame them; I made their lives miserable in high school. Probably, because I was miserable, too."
A number of her daredevil pranks trickled through Janice's mind.
"The Janice who returned home was an even meaner and bitter woman than the teenager I was. I hated the world because I hated myself for what I had done. I had given up my baby. I thought it was karma that had finally caught up with me. It was my punishment for being a bitch, for those I had humiliated in the past."
Janice sobbed inconsolably. Robert moved to her side and placed his other hand on her back, rubbing it gently up and down.
"I was a coward, Robert. God knows I don't deserve to be called a mother. I abandoned my son! What kind of woman does that? All I have is an empty house and an empty life."
There was true anguish in her voice.
"It was never your fault," Robert whispered.
"I expected you to get in touch with me years ago. You'll never know how I ached to hear your voice telling me you'd made a mistake, that you and my son wanted to be with me forever," she sobbed.
Robert kept saying, 'I'm sorry... I'm sorry... I'm sorry...' over and over again.
He took her in his arms and hugged her tight.
When Janice finally ran out of tears, he asked her, "Janice, would you like a reinstatement of parental rights of Benji?"
Her eyes opened wide in surprise. "Are you kidding me? That would mean the world to me."
"I'll start the paperwork to have the decision reversed first thing tomorrow morning. But I need you to do something for me."
"I knew there was a catch. What do you want me to do?"
"I need you to tell me every detail you remember about the birth of Benji: the name of the private clinic where you were held, the name of the nurses, doctors, the director... Every little detail counts."
Janice nodded, "I'll make us some coffee. Lucky for us, I have a great memory for details."
"I guess it comes with being a reporter."
"And a nosy bitch, too."
Robert shook his head and placed a recorder in front of them.
When they were done. Janice hugged Robert tight and kissed his cheek. "Thank you, Robert. Won't you get in trouble with your father for doing this?"
"I am pretty sure I will, but I don't care. Not anymore. My father might want to fight my decision, but if he does, he'll find I can be ruthless, too."
"Look, Bobby, I don't want to be the cause of an estrangement between you and your father..."
"It's all right," Robert said, pressing his lips together. "The confrontation between my dad and I has been a long time coming." He lifted his gaze to meet Janice's blue eyes. "Am I forgiven?" he asked softly.
"I'll think about it," Janice said. "Restoring my parental rights is a step in the right direction. But I need to say something about this."
Janice made a pause trying to find what she wanted to say and found that it was very simple. "Look, Robert, I know we had something in the past, but that was years ago. We do not know each other. Not our present selves. We are two complete strangers."
"Two strangers with a son," he interrupted her.
"True, but that doesn't make us know each other any better. If you are doing this because you think we can get back together..."
"Can we?" A sparkle glinted in the depths of Robert's eyes.
"Honestly, I don't know." Her weary admission disappointed him.
Janice covered a yawn with her hand. "Excuse me, it was a long emotional day."
Robert caught the hint and said, "I think I'll go to bed too. Good night, Janice. I'm happy you are alive."
She flashed a smile and batted her eyelashes at him.
"That makes two of us. Today was the best day I had in a long, long time. I'm happy you're not the bastard I thought you were. Thank you for everything. Good night, Robert."
Cupping her chin, Robert marveled at the soft texture of her skin. Her eyelids fluttered closed, dark lashes forming a half-moon against her cheek.
Robert couldn't stop. He had to taste her, and it didn't matter that Benji was sleeping upstairs. His mouth touched hers, and everything disappeared.
Gently, he relearned the shape of her mouth, tasted the fullness of her lower lip, and nibbled at the corners that so rarely smiled. Janice sighed and opened for him, her tongue sweeping out to meet his.
It was a goodnight kiss to comfort her. But it was much more.
"I say we call it a night," Janice said. She stood up and climbed upstairs without looking back.
As soon as Robert entered his room, he took out his phone and called a private investigator he used to work with.
"Hello, Sam? Robert Campbell. Listen, I have a big assignment for you. Put as many men as you need to, twenty-four hours a day. The sky is the limit, but I need results fast. I'm going to give you some details of the case, but first, not a peep to my father, okay?"
CHAPTER 11
The next day, they all had breakfast in Janice's kitchen. They looked like a happy family.
Robert cleared his throat, looked at Janice, and said, "Benji and I talked this morning, while we were going through our morning routine, and we decided you two should spend some time together by yourselves."
Benji looked at his mother and smiled. His eyes never left her face. Robert rubbed his son's back in an affectionate gesture.
"That would be great." Janice could have wept.
"I have some calls to make and some matters to settle. Enjoy yourselves."
"Thank you," she whispered, still smiling at her son.
Her gaze returned to Benji. It was hard to keep from staring at him. He was a beautiful boy. She'd missed the first thirteen years of his life. His first steps, his first word, his first day at school... The realization crucified her all over again.
"Benji? I was wondering if you'd like to go to a picnic at the lake," Janice suggested.
"I'd love that, Mom. What about your job?"
"I can take a day off. I'm my own boss, remember? There's so much I have to say to you, and so much I want to learn about you, I don't want to be around a lot of other people. But if you don't want to, or if you're uncomfortable with the idea, we..."
"I'd rather be alone, too," Benji declared, with the maturity of someone twice his age.
"Let's go, then. I'll take my car out of the garage. Let me fix us something to eat and we'll go in half an hour."
Thirty minutes later, Janice was driving her car to a solitary, secluded beach, that only the locals knew about. It was a warm, sunny day.
They settled onto the picnic blanket Janice had spread on the sand. Getting on her knees, She popped open the wicker basket and lifted two plates. Then, she handed Benji a sandwich and a can of soda.
"I love your dress, Mom. You look beautiful. You're more beautiful than I ever imagined. I used to look at your photo all day and talk to you about my life."
Janice gulped, unable to say anything for a few seconds.
"I'd love to hear you talking to me about your life now. But first, I have something to show you. Sit at my side, please."
Benji did as she asked, eyeing her with avid curiosity. "What is it?"
"This is a photo book I started when your dad and I had become a steady couple. I thought that after all the ugly truths I told you about the past, you deserved to know the beautiful love story too. Go ahead and look through it to your heart's content. Just be careful not to spill soda on it."
Benji wiped his wet fingers on a paper napkin and took the book in his hands.
Maybe it was a trick of the light, but Janice thought her son's fingers were trembling as he opened the cover.
"Oh my gosh! It's Dad! He looks so young, I can't believe it!"
Janice smiled. "You look just like him. You're his son, all right."
"No one ever says that, because of my dark hair."
"All they have to do is picture you with dirty blonde hair, and you're the exact replica of your handsome father."
"Except for the eyes." Benji opened his eyes wide. "Dad always says they look like yours. Now that I see them, I think he's right. Yours are even more beautiful, Mom."
Janice blushed. "Thank you, Benji."
"Your dad and I met the week he turned twenty-one. I'd seen him several times in the campus student center, reading at one of the tables. He was so attractive, that I never looked at another guy after that. You could say I fell in love with him on the spot.
"One night in desperation I dropped all my books next to his chair to get his attention."
Benji's face lit up with a huge smile. "Did he pick them up, Mom?"
"He did. But it was the most horrible moment of my life. When I thanked him, he didn't say one word. He just gave me one of those scary looks only he can give and went back to his studies."
Benji laughed. "He still does that when he's really mad about something."
"I was so hurt, that I left the building and ran to the girl's dorm in tears. Before I could unlock the door, he caught hold of me."
"Then what happened?" Benji asked, totally caught up in the story.
"He said he thought I was really cute, but he didn't date freshman girls. I told him he was crazy if he thought I wanted a date with him. Your dad said he didn't believe me and he could prove it. The next thing I knew, he kissed me."
"Oh my gosh!" Benji's cheeks flushed.
"You can say that again. It lasted kind of a long time."
Her son giggled in pure delight. "He never told me any of this."
"When we broke the kiss, he asked me if I wanted to celebrate his birthday with him that weekend. The cake in this first picture is the one I made for him. I used my grandmother's recipe. It was a real hit with your father."
Benji lifted his head. His blue eyes were blazing.
"Is it a Red Velvet Cake with Cream Cheese Frosting?"
Janice's heart turned over. "Yes. How did you know?"
"Because Dad always orders one for his birthday. I've always wondered why."
Even a simple thing like finding out Bobby still enjoyed the type of cake she had first baked for him was almost more than she could stand.
"Will you give me the recipe, Mom?"
"Yes. Of course. We can bake one for him together."
Benji turned to the next page and then squealed. "That's you and Dad on a motorcycle! Every time a motorcycle comes roaring by, he tells me motorbikes should be abolished."
Janice smiled at him. "You know how parents are. Do as I say, not as I do."
A grin broke out on Benji's young, enchanting face.
"I can't wait to show this to him!"
"It'll bring back memories, that's for sure. We loved to ride around the Mohawk Towpath Scenic Byway on it. In fact, we couldn't have gone on all the dates we did without it."
"Why? Grandpa is loaded." A pained expression clouded Benji's face after he mentioned his grandfather.
Janice saw it but decided to go on with the story. It hurt her to think about Alistair, too.
"Well, back in those days, your dad wanted to earn his own money. He let your grandfather pay for his tuition and housing, but for the rest, he got a job. I was on a scholarship and worked, too.
"Your dad took a full load of classes and held a job, yet he still got straight A's. I lived in awe of him."
"I do, too. He is my hero," Benji admitted.
"A friend of ours took this snap of us on your father's motorcycle with my camera. Your dad hated having his picture taken, but I forced him to endure it." Janice chuckled.
"He still hates it, Mom."
"Let's eat," suggested Janice.
Janice and Benji ate their sandwiches between anecdotes.
Every photo had a story. Picnics, football games. Janice had recorded every precious moment of their lives together. At that time, she had imagined this scrapbook would be the first of many she would fill throughout the rest of their lives.
As it turned out, they didn't. Where had all those dreams gone?
Her son begged to hear every detail. Janice was so excited to share with her son, that she completely lost track of time.
"That's you on water skis!" the boy cried.
"Yes. In this picture, you can see your dad in the back of the boat, spotting me."
"You're fabulous!"
Janice snorted. "Hardly."
"Dad's still a good water skier. That is when he quits working long enough in the summer to go for a couple of runs on Ontario Lake," Benji told Janice.
"Your dad was good at everything. Turn the page, and you'll see some more photos of him. One of his friends took these pictures from another boat."
"Oh my gosh! Dad's on a slalom ski! I can't believe it. Would you let me borrow this scrapbook sometime?"
"It's yours, Benji. That's why I brought it. I made it for you. I want you to take it home, so you'll have it forever."
Her son's blue eyes filled with tears. "Thank you, Mom, it's the best gift ever," he said in a tremulous whisper.
"You're so welcome. I have to make up for all the missed birthdays and Christmases and visits from the tooth fairy. No one else in the world could ever appreciate this scrapbook the way you do. Someday, when you're married and have children, they'll love to pore over these pictures. You can say, 'See? There's grandpa and grandma when they were young.'"
Benjamin nodded, his eyes holding a faraway, misty look.
Then, his cell phone chimed, and they both looked at each other in consternation.
"I'm sure that's your father checking on us."
"I am, too. I'll let him know we're okay," Benji said, while he typed a message to his father.
Janice let out a quiet gasp when she checked her phone and saw that it was almost dinner time. Where had the time gone? Hours had passed in a blink.
"Though we can't go back and do it over again, I'm hoping this book will help you realize I loved you with all my heart from the second you were conceived.
"I made it for you, hoping the day would come when I would have the opportunity to give it to you. That day is here.
"Just know that there's never been a moment when you haven't been a part of me, Benji. You'll always be a part of me. I love you."
CHAPTER 12
Four days later, Robert was driving to Seattle. He knew his father was staying in a hotel close to the airport. Probably making a case against Janice.
Alistair was surprised to see his son at his room door.
"What are doing here, Son?" Alistair asked, feigning ignorance.
Robert entered the room without saying a word or looking his father in the eye. There were papers scattered all over the desk and on the table.
"You know darn well what I'm doing here, Father, and don't you even try denying that you weren't expecting me."
"That girl voluntarily gave up her rights, Robert. I have signed documents..."
"Those documents were signed under duress, Father, and are therefore invalid", Robert interrupted him not giving his father time to argue. "I finally know the truth about why Janice left. I know the truth about her supposed death."
Robert took out a paper from his suitcase and started reading.
"Alistair Campbell convinced me that he was representing his son, Robert Fitzgerald Campbell, and that he had hired him to handle 'this mess'. His words, not mine. Alistair Campbell sent me to the St. Mary Magdalene private clinic. I was hospitalized there for six months. Once I gave birth to my baby, he forced me to give up my parental rights to my son.
First, he tried to bribe me by offering me hundreds of thousands of dollars, and when I refused to take his money, he threatened to destroy me. He had money, power, and connections. I had none of that. I was a scared young girl who couldn't get a hold of what was happening to me. So, I accepted his deal because he convinced me that Robert Campbell never loved me. Alistair Campbell said to me, I was just one of his conquests, his mistress. He assured me that Robert Campbell never had the intention to marry me. His love for me had been an act..."
"Do I need to keep reading?"
"Come on, Robert, you can't believe what that girl says! Of course, she is going to say that!"
"That girl is the mother of my son and the victim of the evilest plot you have ever devised. How could you, Father? HOW COULD YOU!" Robert yelled in his father's face.
Alistair crossed his arms over his chest. "It's her word against mine."
"No, father. I've invested good money in a PI. They've got several affidavits filed by nurses who were working at the private clinic at that time. Some of them still work there. They traced some of the goons you used to keep an eye on Janice. A couple of them were pissed at you because you forgot about them after that."
Alistair opened and closed his mouth.
"Did you forget I know all your passwords? I've hired someone to go through your financial records. The money you paid to the private clinic was tracked back to the ghost company you use for your dirty affairs. Also, the money you gave Janice."
"This is not the place to talk about this. Let's go home." Alistair put a hand on his son's arm, but he shook it off.
"This is exactly the place to talk about this! Come on, Counselor, talk to the jury. Convince them that you are innocent." Robert opened his arms to include the whole room.
Alistair licked his lips.
"Back then, you weren't thinking clearly, son. You were infatuated with a small-town poor girl who was beneath you. Your hormones were ruling your decisions, and you couldn't see she was after your money."
Robert crossed his arms on his chest and looked at his father with murderous eyes.
"Really? Is this the best you got? The jury is not convinced."
"Then, to make matters worse, you got her pregnant! I had been trying to introduce you to fine young ladies, from good families, and you date this girl and get her pregnant?" Alistair took just one look at his son's face, he saw his fist clenching and stopped talking.
"Why didn't you let Janice keep her son? Why did you take her baby from her, Counselor?"
"Because that baby was a ticking bomb that could explode in our faces any minute! All that girl needed to do was ask for a paternity test, and we were doomed. So I took her baby to protect us, to protect you. Imagine she came back five, or ten years later asking for backup child support. Imagine the scandal!"
"To protect us? Be honest for once in your pathetic life! To protect your fucking precious money and reputation, you should say!" Robert was now screaming at his father.
"The kid didn't turn out so bad, did he? He went to the better schools; he got everything he wanted..."



"Except for the love of his mother..." Robert snapped.
"Love doesn't put money in your pocket. It doesn't put food on the table, and it doesn't pay the doctor's bills. Benjamin is growing up in a life full of possibilities. What kind of life would he have had in that backwater town?"
Robert growled.
"The people of Middletown have more decency in their little fingers than you in your whole body. You can claim all the reasons you want, but the ugly truth is that you used your money, and your power to destroy a girl's life. A girl I was in love with!" Robert yelled. "You took everything from her, her boyfriend, her future, even her son..." he poked with his index finger on his father's chest with each word. "What kind of sick bastard are you? Do you even have a conscience?"
Alistair snorted. "Please be honest with yourself, Son. You stand there, all high and mighty, judging me. Are you telling me that you were willing to live your life in that tiny boring town for the rest of your life? I don't think so, Robert. Sooner or later, you'd have gotten tired of that girl. All I did was put you back on track with the life you were meant for. As is God's plan."
"You are mixing up you and God again, Father."
"As long as we get results, I'm happy to share the credit," Alistair said, trying to lighten the mood.
But Robert had none of it.
"So you deprived my son of growing up with a mother because of your view about how I should live my life?" Robert was breathing fast and ragged now, his fists closed in a knockout knot. "You deprived me of the woman I love because you didn't approve of her? Your money and your reputation meant more than a girl's life. You're a sick bastard!"
Alistair pressed his lips together. It was time to change strategy.
"How much is it going to cost me to make all this go away?"
Robert shook his head several times, saying, "Father... Father... Father... Money can't buy some things. Janice doesn't want your money nor do I. Did you know that she put the money you gave her in a trust fund for Benji? Behold your so-called gold-digger!"
Alistair Campbell gulped.
"You don't have enough money in your secret accounts to repay Janice for what you did to her. I'm going to hit you where it hurts you most. I'm going to destroy you, your law firm, and your reputation. Tomorrow morning, Janice is going to publish the story of what you did to her in The Gazette. I'll make sure the national newspapers reproduce it, and by the end of the day everyone in America will know what kind of evil character you are and what you did."
"I'll sue you for defamation of character."
Robert snorted. "Bring it on! By the time the case gets to the courts, your reputation will be already destroyed. No one will believe a word of what you'll say. Wait 'til I show these documents to the board. Face it, old man, you'll be labeled as the sick bastard you are."
"Please, Son, let me make things right?" Alistair's voice was shaking now.
"Do you have a time machine? What can you possibly say or do to change what happened?"
"I don't know..." Alistair lowered his head down.
"I am planning to restore Janice's parental rights." Robert raised a finger to stop his father. "Ah... ah... ah... Not a word. You are going to let me do this without interfering. It's the right thing to do. You'll go back to New York and move out of the apartment. I don't care where you go as long as it's far away from us."
Robert handed his father a paper. "This is my resignation from the firm, effective immediately."
"Robert, please, you're overreacting. Take some days to cool down, and I am sure we can settle this."
Robert ignored his father's pleas and handed him another paper. "This is a restraining order ordering you to stay away from Janice, Benjamin, and me. You'll never see any of us again. You'll never call us again. You'll never interfere in our lives again. If you leave us alone, I'll hold off the hell's dogs. If not, you'll have a shit storm over you before you know what hit you."
"Robert, I'm begging you, don't do this. I was trying to help..." The cracks on Alistair's façade were deepening, threatening to fall.
"Don't call me son. I'm not your son anymore. How could you do that to Janice and sleep at night?!" Robert yelled at his father's face. "You didn't like her. I get it. But destroying her life the way you did! That was cold. That's ruthless. Did you ever think that you were depriving Benjamin of growing up with his mother? Of course, not! You are just a self-centered bastard who only thinks of himself! I'm done with you!"
"Now, listen to me...!" Alistair raised his voice, in a vain effort to avoid the inevitable defeat.
The next thing he knew was that Robert was in his face, growling in a low, threatening voice. "Do as I said, old man, and stay the hell away from me, my boy, and the woman I love! You won't like what will happen to you if you don't!"
Robert pushed past his father and left the room.
Alistair Campbell sat down on the couch holding his head between his hands.
CHAPTER 13
Middletown's courtroom was packed with curious spectators wanting to know the end of Janice's story.
Of course, by now, everyone in town knew about Janice's son, and what had happened to her. She got a lot of sympathy from a lot of people who had never talked to her in the past. They were as annoying as flies. Janice tolerated them because she didn't want to get on their bad side before the court made a decision.
Janice had published a series of articles in The Gazette telling her story. It was news, after all. She couldn't just ignore it. It filled a lot of space, got The Gazette a lot of advertisers, and the issues sold like hotcakes. Janice used the articles to tell her side of the story before people started to invent their own. The rumor mill had been more active than usual.
When Robert returned from Seattle, he told Janice what had transpired between Alistair and himself and asked her to leave his father's name out of the story for now. He didn't want to rock the boat until everything between Janice and Benji was settled.
Janice was glad to hear Alistair had finally gotten some payback, but all she cared about was having her son back in her life.
Judge Anderson cleared his throat and opened the file of papers in front of him.
"Robert Fitzgerald Campbell filed a motion in this court to modify the sole custody order of Benjamin Theodore Campbell to a joint custody order including his biological mother Janice Cooper."
"Yes, Your Honor," said Robert, standing up.
"Everything seems to be in order and the events documented match the testimonies presented, as well. DNA tests prove that the minor Benjamin Campbell is the biological son of Janice Cooper and Robert Campbell."
"That's right, Your Honor."
"When determining whether to reinstate parental rights, the courts must determine whether it is in the child's best interest. Some parents who lose their parental rights may never get them back, but for others, restoring the parental relationship may be what's best for everyone involved, especially the child. I've read all the reports presented to me, and I understand the circumstances that led Ms. Cooper to give up her rights to her son. In the case at issue, the possible duress has been proven."
Judge Anderson looked at Janice and smiled at her. "You were a scared young girl from a small town facing a wealthy and powerful lawyer. You have the court's sympathy, Ms. Cooper."
"Thank you, Your Honor." Janice was wearing a gray business suit and almost no makeup. Her long black hair was tied back.
"I'm sure your lawyer informed you that you can seek compensation for the damages and losses you suffered."
"All I want is my son back in my life, Your Honor."
Judge Anderson's lips curved slightly to form a smile. A murmur of approval went through the crowd.
"I understand a visitation schedule that will allow Ms. Cooper plenty of parenting time has been settled," the judge looked at Robert.
"It has, Your Honor," he confirmed.
"Is Benjamin Campbell here," Judge Anderson asked.
Benji stood up. He looked so cute in his little blue suit. "I am, Your Honor."
The boy's words were accompanied by a general 'aww' and chuckles from the crowd.
"You expressed your desire to reconnect with your birth mother."
"Yes, I have, Your Honor." Benji took Janice's hand in his and squeezed it.
"You are twelve years old. Is that right, Benjamin?"
"Twelve and a half, Your Honor."
Everyone in court smiled, even Judge Anderson.
"In this state, children at twelve can re-establish parental relationships if they wish. Benjamin has expressed that he would like his mother's rights restored."
Benji nodded.
"This court determines that it is in the child's best interest to reinstate Janice Cooper's parental rights," Judge Anderson said and banged his gavel.
Benji hugged Janice tightly. She had a hard time fighting the tears in her eyes.
The crowd in the courtroom cheered the decision and happily applauded that justice had been done. Janice might not be well-liked by the people of Middletown, but they liked big-city lawyers even less.
Outside the courthouse, Janice, Robert, and Benjamin celebrated the good news with a group hug.
Then, they had to shake a lot of hands and listen to a lot of words of encouragement with pats on their backs, and all kinds of unsolicited advice. Janice endured the greetings stoically, not letting them ruin the happiness she was feeling at that moment.
A middle-aged woman approached her and, waving a finger in front of her, exclaimed, "I'm glad you got your kid back, No mother should be barred from being part of her child's life. But you don't fool me. I still don't trust you. You were always a bitch, and you'll never change."
Several heads nodded at the woman's words, and the crowd finally dispersed.
Rain placed a hand on Janice's shoulder and said, "Don't pay attention to her."
Janice shook her head, "She's not the only one who thinks so, Sis. And I can't blame them."
"Well, don't let tarnish your joy," Rain said.
"I won't, but now I have a son who looks up to me. I need to be a better role model for him."
Janice gave her sister a shy smile and approached Robert and her son.
Benjamin looked at his father and asked, "I love it here, Dad. You should see the lake! People are nice, and they stop and say hello. It's so different from New York. Mom told me about a place called Panoramic Point. Can we stay a bit more? She can show me where it is tomorrow. You could come with us," Benji said, his eyes pled more strongly than words
"If we had more time, that would be wonderful, Benji. You don't have to sell Middletown to me. I'm already sold. But you know we can't stay. We already talked about this while you were packing."
"Please, Dad! I don't want to go back to New York." The disappointment in her son's voice was a balm to Janice's soul.
"Neither do I, Benji. Sadly, we have to."
"No! I don't want to go to New York!" He saw tears streaming down his son's face.
Robert jumped. The bottom dropped out of his stomach.
"We have to go, Son."
Benji flailed his arms and stomped his feet.
"We're going to stay here! We're not going! We're staying here! I want to live right here, and I'm not going!" he screamed.
"Oh, sweetheart." Janice rushed to her son and put her arms around him.
"Benji, settle down so we can talk about this," Robert pleaded. "We have responsibilities in New York. You have to go to school and finish this semester. I have to sort some things out to separate myself completely from your grandpa."
Benji sobbed on Janice's shoulder. "You have to marry Mom... Then we... can be a family and we can live here." A wrenching sob. "Please, Dad!"
Robert regarded Janice helplessly.
Benji was no longer the only one crying. Janice felt as if she were being ripped apart.
"It's not that easy, Benji," Janice said sniffing. "Your dad and I have just met again after being apart for years."
The boy's head dropped. A tear splattered on the toe of his shoe, and all the fight seemed to leave him.
Robert checked his phone, and said, "Our plane leaves in three hours. We should leave now."
Janice's heart shrank in her chest. She sniffed and nodded.
"I promise we'll keep in touch," Robert said to Janice.
"I don't want to go to New York..." Benji muttered under his breath. "Mom, can you talk Dad to let me stay here with you a bit more?"
Janice gulped. It was her first tough decision as a mother. "I agree with your Dad, Benji. Going back to New York is the right thing to do. I wish you could stay with me, but I promise we'll stay in touch. We'll Skype every night. You'll come to visit me, whenever you can, and I'll fly to New York to visit you."
Benji hugged his mother tightly for a long time. Robert mouthed 'thank you' to Janice.
"I love you, Mom," her son said.
"I love you too, my beautiful son," Janice said back with a lump in her throat.
Then, it was Robert's turn to hug Janice. He didn't want to say goodbye, either. Leaving the woman that had been the love of his life, was a heart-wrenching decision.
When they finally broke the hug, Janice was sobbing her heart out.
Robert felt his resolution crumbling down. He silently walked away without looking back. It would take just one look at Janice to make his resolution crumble away.
Robert helped his son into the car and drove away. The photo album Janice had given Benji, seemed welded to the boy's body while he also cried his heart out.
All Robert could do was drive away and wait until this first paroxysm of tears had passed.
CHAPTER 14
Robert was relieved when he entered his building apartment in New York and found his father's things were gone.
They unpacked and did the laundry. Robert was busy making phone calls most of the day.
That evening, they had dinner in silence. Neither of them wanted to say anything. Robert was giving Benji his space to process what had happened.
Benji played with his food more than ate it. "Can I go to my room? I'm not hungry?"
Robert nodded. He wasn't hungry either.
After he locked everything up and turned off the lights, Robert entered Benjamin's bedroom and found him under the covers poring over the album Janice had given him.
He sat down next to his son. "Do you mind if I look at this with you?"
The boy shook his head. Robert reached for the album propped against his knees and opened the cover.
For the next minutes, he was treated to a trip down memory lane. It was all there. Janice had preserved every conceivable memory of their love story. She'd saved everything. The effort she'd put into its photographic presentation, not to mention the tiny mementos she'd placed under clear plastic, astounded him.
Robert remembered she liked to take pictures, but he'd had no idea she had this sentimental side. His incredulous gaze took in the halves of a pair of football game tickets, his old student ID picture, a postcard they'd bought during a motorbike ride, a program from a concert they'd attended, a napkin from a friend's wedding reception, and every card or note he'd ever written her.
Each item had a history, one that worked his heart over.
There were photos of Janice posing sideways. One had a caption: "Today I'm eleven weeks along."
Everything had been given a date and a time. The next pictures showed her at each stage of her pregnancy, with notations about what the doctor said at each medical checkup.
"Today, I'm six months along." Her flat stomach was now a round mound. More pictures showed her at seven and eight months. She'd even managed to take a photo of herself two days before the delivery.
Stunned, he turned to the next page and saw a photograph of the private clinic where Benjamin had been born. Janice had even put in a picture of the doctor, which she must have taken at one of her office visits. She included a chart of her weight and blood pressure, the first time the doctor detected the baby's heartbeat. Everything to do with the baby and its progress had been noted, including her feelings.
The last pages showed the pictures that his father had sent Janice every year. Below them, Janice had written short comments like "You have grown up so fast," or "You're such a handsome boy."
On the inside back cover, she'd put in a one-page letter under clear plastic. It had been signed and dated one day before she'd gone into labor.
To my beloved baby,
I don't know if you're a boy or a girl yet, but I've lived with you for nine months, and you're a part of me forever.
When the doctor told me I was going to have you, I couldn't believe such a fantastic miracle had happened to me.
If the time should ever come when you read this letter, I want you to know that you were loved since the very beginning.
Letting somebody else take you out of my arms was the hardest thing I've ever done.
The answer to "why" is this: I cared more about what was best for you than I did about what was best for me.
However, it wasn't completely my choice. If you decide you want to know the whole story, you can contact me at Middletown, WA, and I'll answer all your questions. I'll just say that circumstances beyond my control forced me to give my parental rights away.
Every single day since you were born, I have loved you. And for every single day to come in the future, I will keep loving you.
Love always,
Your loving mother,
Janice.
Robert had to close the scrapbook because he couldn't take it anymore. Her moving, heart-wrenching letter to their unborn child had moved him to tears. Janice had given their son a priceless gift, he hadn't known existed. The scrapbook was the one thing he would never have credited her with making.
His son lifted his tear-drenched eyes to his father's eyes.
"My mom truly loves me, Dad. She made this book for me."
Robert's eyes swam until everything went blurry. He got to his feet, too torn apart by conflicting feelings and emotions to articulate his thoughts.
Over the years, he'd gradually come to accept the fact that Janice was dead. But it had taken him many years to forgive her for abandoning him the way she did, for smashing all their dreams.
Now, he knew better.
"Dad?"
Robert raised his head. "I asked Mom if I could Skype with her before going to bed. She said yes, but only if it was all right with you."
Robert nodded. He couldn't say no to his son, who'd been starving all these years for a mother.
Benji had feasted on every detail of his memory book, guaranteed to fill his hungry heart with joy.
What kid wouldn't be thrilled, overjoyed to know this beautiful, intelligent woman was her mother? A mother, furthermore, who'd always loved and wanted him.
"You can. Just don't stay up too late," he muttered. His legs felt leaden as he headed for the door. "Remember, school comes first."
Benji rolled his eyes, "Yes, Dad. Don't worry. I won't get bad grades because of this."
Robert walked to the door, but Benji's voice stopped him.
"Dad?"
"Yes?"
"Besides you, I like her better than anyone I ever met. I can see why you loved her."
"That was a long time ago, Benji."
"She truly loved you."
Benji spoke as if his dad hadn't responded to his comment. Apparently not enough.
"Yes, Benji. We loved each other."
Robert needed to concentrate on Benji, not an old flame. Dating Janice would only complicate things between her and his son.
"Let's say goodnight. Morning will be here before we know it."
CHAPTER 15
Over the next weeks, Janice tried hard to change her old ways and be a better person. It wasn't a linear path. Old habits die hard!



Talking first was too much, so she started by smiling, making eye contact, and greeting those who passed by. Some greeted her back and exchanged a few words with her.
However, some other people didn't warm up to her. They resented the way she had treated them in the past, and when she extended the olive branch, they didn't reach out.
"You always were a bully and a bitch! A leopard doesn't change its spots. Your son is better off without scum like you, if you ask me," a resentful former schoolmate spat in Janice's face.
Janice's blue eyes turned into chips of ice. Taken aback by the woman's cruel attack on her, she stared at her former schoolmate, speechless.
"Let it go," her mind pleaded, even when the woman's words cut deeper than a knife.
The woman's nasty words had been so deliberate and calculated that Janice had a hard time controlling her temper. She gritted her teeth in an effort to hold her tongue. It wasn't easy. Janice could have easily lashed her out, but what Benji might think of her stopped her in her tracks.
Janice should have been enraged by what had happened, but the strongest feeling she could conjure up at the moment was exhaustion. With no warning at all, tears stung her eyes.
"I'm working on myself to be a better person for my son," she repeated to herself as a mantra.
She walked away and entered The Gazette building and started working trying to get her mind off the exchange without success.
Some hours later, Janice had the next issue of The Gazette ready. The first one, where she didn't have to write about herself. It was a relief. All she wanted was to go home, have some hot chocolate, and wait for the moment she Skype with her son. Since Robert and Benji left town, a great sadness crept in, and it would not go away.
Janice heard someone push the door open but didn't turn her head from the monitor.
Someone plopped down in one of the chairs for visitors in front of the desk.
"Hi, Sis," a well-known voice greeted her. "Is this pity party only for one?"
Janice turned her face from the monitor, and found Rain, sitting in front of her with a friendly smile on her face.
"Hello, Rain. You're welcome to join me."
"Why are you in such a depressive mood?"
"Some people have felt the need to express their opinions of me. In the last weeks, I had to bite my tongue so often that soon I won't have a tongue to speak at all," Janice explained ."You better be careful. Spending time with me won't make you too popular in the community."
Rain waved her sister's concerns away. "Family must stick together through the good and the bad."
"Thank you. I'm trying to change but I feel like no one is in my corner "
"I am," Rain said. "It might take a while, but sooner or later they'll warm up."
"I doubt it," Janice sighed.
"You have a lot of people confused because you didn't chew their heads off." Rain glanced around the room and went to a small table, hit the button on the electric kettle, and set about preparing two cups of tea. "I've prepared a special blend of tea for you."
Janice sighed. "I wish there was a magic tea for my problems."
"I thought you might need a sympathetic and understanding pair of ears. People say I'm a good listener," she said placing a cup of tea in front of Janice.
Janice lifted the cup to her lips, sipped a little, and set it down again. "It doesn't taste bad."
"What you need now is to lose your burden."
Janice let out a long sigh. As much as she wanted to air her feelings, anxiety clawed at her. She wasn't good at off-the-cuff stuff.
"You can be really annoying, you know that?" The edge of Janice's lips lifted.
Rain stuck out her tongue. "I've been told that."
Janice sighed. "You are not going to let me out of this, are you?"
Rain's lips curved in a wide smile. "Nope."
Janice smiled back at her half-sister, "I'm starting to believe that we are truly related."
"Did I hear a compliment?"
"Yes, you did, but don't let it go to your head. I still think you're nutty as a fruitcake,"
Rain actually laughed, "Oh, I embrace crazy. That must be why we get along so well."
Janice couldn't help but laugh.
"What do people say about me?" Janice asked.
"Oh, you know Middletown. They are making bets about how long it will take before you return to your old ways. Some of them don't believe you can change and not be a bitch anymore. They still have an image of who you were in their head and are not willing to let it go."
"Yeah, some of them told me what they think of me loud and clear."
Rain patted her sister's arm. "Be patient, Sis. Real change takes time. I have a great deal of faith in you."
"Thank you. You might be the only one. I've been stupidly hoping for a little compassion after my day in court."
"Believe it or not some people are rooting for you," Rain said, her voice upbeat. "Just today I was talking with Georgina Eastland about it."
Janice rubbed her chin. "The gym teacher? Well, she made a 180-degree turn in her life. She stopped chasing an impossible dream and married a nerd. I'll thank her for her support next time I see her."
Rain nodded. "Bella is rooting for you too."
"Bella? You don't mean Annabella Reed, do you? I am sure she hates my guts!"
Rain shook her head. "You're wrong. She said that if she could change her ways, you can too."
"I find it hard to believe, to be honest. I behaved badly with her. Very badly, in fact."
"May I ask what happened?" Rain asked. She had heard the story before, but she wanted to know Janice's side of the story.
"What happened was that I couldn't understand Bella's interest in a guy like Derek."
"Really? Why? Derek is so cool!"
"Yeah, he is. I know that now, but back then I let my mother's idea about what constitutes a 'good man' cloud my judgment. I wrote a bogus article trying to make them split. But they saw right through my lies, and the whole thing exploded right in my face. Did they tell you that Bella dragged me along Main Street to Derek's gym and forced a public apology out of me?"
Rain let out a long whistle. "I heard something about it. Talking about humiliating moments. No wonder why they call you the Queen of Mean."
Janice's eyes expressed deep sadness. "Truth was, I truly regretted what I had done, but it was too late. Over the next months, I became a pariah. Even nice people started referring to me as 'that bitch'," Janice let out a long sigh. "I made my bed and I've been sleeping on it since then."
A long shudder passed through her body. It was obvious that holding herself together these last few years had taken a toll on her.
Rain offered her sister a sympathetic smile. "Once you are labeled, that label sticks with you for life."
"Pretty much. I've been trying to change as a person, but people just don't buy it. They all just wrote me off."
To her dismay, Janice's eyes clouded, and then a tear slipped over her bottom lid and rolled down her cheek. "I'm an idiot. I did all those nasty things. I truly regret them."
Rain placed a hand on her sister's hand and squeezed it. "I'm sorry, Sis. Forgiveness can only be given, not taken. You need to go to the people you wronged and say you're sorry."
"It's going to be a very long list!"
"Well, the sooner you start, the sooner you'll end. You are not the person everyone thinks you are, Sis. You offered to donate bone marrow even before knowing I was your sister! Don't let what people label you, define you."
"I appreciate your words, Rain. I'll be okay. Don't worry," Janice swiped at her damp eyes with the back of her hand. "Changing subject... Do you think I am mother material?"
Rain rolled her eyes.
"Here we go again! If I didn't know you better, I'd think you have a self-esteem problem. Of course, you are! Benji is lucky to have you back in his life. Why would you think that?"
"Some people in town pointed out that I might not be a good role model for my son."
"And you told them to fuck off, of course!"
Janice lowered her head and shook her head. "The old me would have said something like that, but I didn't. I just said 'I get that I bullied you in high school. It was a mean thing to do and I'm truly sorry I hurt you. I know being sorry doesn't change anything, but I am."
Rain approved her sister's words with a nod of her head. "Did that person accept your apology?"
Janice shook her head. "No, I don't think so. My words made her even angrier. 'I don't believe you', she yelled at me."
"It may take time for people to forgive you, or to take in the fact that you have apologized."
"I know. It's a long and winding road, and I need to eat a lot of crow."
"It sounds like roles are reversed, now they are the bullies and you are the victim. The fact that you were unkind to them does not excuse their behavior."
Janice shrugged. "People have all the right to be angry with me. Usually, other people's opinions don't affect me. But this one truly hurts. I want to be a good mother to my son. Right now, Benji thinks I am some kind of hero, even when I signed off away my parental rights."
Rain nodded. "There were extenuating circumstances."
"Yes, I know, and he got that. Even Robert got that. Somehow I ended up being the victim in all this."
"That's because you were!"
"Yes, I know, but I didn't fight for my child! I should have."
"Your shoulda, coulda, woulda won't change the past. You can't make what has happened not have happened. There's no point in thinking about it unless you are learning from your mistakes. You can ruin a perfectly good future by worrying about the past."
Janice looked at her sister closely, a glimmer of respect in her eyes.
"That's actually a good piece of advice. I'm impressed."
"I know, I read it in a fortune cookie," Rain said, wiggling her eyebrows.
"What will happen when Benji discovers that I am not perfect? I am the most hated person in town. I'm not the hero he thinks I am. I am deeply flawed!"
"Children don't need us to be perfect. They just need us to love them and try to be the best that we can be," Rain offered.
Janice ignored her sister's words and kept clearing her chest.
"I have no experience being a mother at all. Having a son is a huge responsibility, and I didn't have the best parental role models growing up. My dad was a serial cheater and my mother was a self-centered, materialistic person. One of my biggest fears is that I will screw up things with my son. I don't want to be like my mother," Janice cried out loudly. "She was never happy with me. She only noticed all the bad things I did and never noticed the good in me."
Rain looked up at her sister with a sympathetic smile. "Your mother was what is called a toxic parent. They are very destructive. Some of my foster parents were like that."
Janice took another sip of her tea and said, "Very toxic."
"Learn from your mother's mistakes. Be a better mother than she ever was. I'm an orphan. I grew up without a mother. Some of my foster mothers were not bad, some were terrible people. I had to emotionally detach myself from them to survive. Strangely enough, it developed my empathy skills. Benji loves you. He is your flesh and blood. He will continue loving you, anyway."
"Will he?"
Rain's mouth curled into a full-fledged smile.
"Yeah, you're right. You were a coward who gave up her son and grew up to become a bitter woman that everyone in town hates. What can a bitch like you offer to Benji? He'll be better off without you in his life. You're not worthy of him after all. You should give up."
Janice's eyes shot daggers at her sister. "Give up my child, now that I finally have him back in my life!"
Rain pointed a finger at herself, and smiled at Janice, "Sounding board, remember?"
Rain detected a spark of amusement in Janice's eyes.
"What about Robert?" Rain asked.
"Ah, Robert! That's a whole different story," Janice admitted with reluctance. "I gave him my heart. I was planning to spend my whole life with him. Then, his father lured me into his sinister plan to split us and steal my baby, and made me believe Robert never loved me. I went from loving him to hating him, and then, with time, loving and hating him at the same time."
Janice let out a long sigh.
"You still hate him?"
Janice moved slowly her head to the sides, took another sip of tea, and said, "No, of course not. How could I still hate Robert when he was as much a victim as I was myself? If anything, I hate myself for not believing in his father's lies. Deep in my heart, I knew Bobby loved me, but even so, I bought Alistair's lies, hook, line, and sinker. Probably because, deep inside, I thought what was happening to me was too good to be true."
"A young small-town girl against a skilled liar, neither more nor less than an unscrupulous New Yorker lawyer. That's what I call a fair fight," Rain expressed with sarcasm.
"I know... I know..." Janice admitted, shaking her head.
"What are you going to do about your Robert?"
"I don't know. We shared a moment while he was staying at my place, but I'm not sure what I feel for him. Gratitude? Absolutely. Affection? For sure. Love? Here is where things get a bit tricky. We loved each other in the past. The moment we shared could be just the ashes of our old love."
"There could still be sparks under the ashes," Rain pointed out.
"We are two different people now. I don't know what Bobby feels for me."
"Only one way to know."
"On, no, I'm not going there," Janice shook a finger at her sister.
"Why not?"
"Because if things don't work with Bobby, it would be very awkward for Benji. He lives with his father. I have no desire to disrupt my relationship with my son pursuing an old love affair."
"You could have it all, Sis. You could have your son AND your boyfriend back in your life."
"I could lose it all, too." Janice made a long pause.
"Don't give up on love so easily," Rain advised her.
"I'll think about it," Janice decided to change the subject. She looked down at her sister's outfit, and asked, "Don't you have any jeans?"
"I love dresses. They make me feel all cute and feminine."
"With those shoes?" Janice regarded Rain's sandals with distaste.
"What can I say? I'm not a slave to fashion."
"I'll buy you a pair of jeans and some comfortable, but stylish shoes."
"Why your sudden interest in my wardrobe, Sis?"
"Consider it a uniform."
"Uniform?"
"You start working here with me tomorrow. If you are going to be my sounding board, I'm going to need you to be close to me. The inmates at the asylum need to stick together. Besides, I'm going to need someone to take care of the paper when I'll fly to New York next month to visit Benji."
Rain smile got wider. "See? You're a good person," she stood up and hugged Janice tight.
That night Janice thought long and hard about her talk with Rain. For the last years, Janice had been in denial of her loneliness, her lack of familiarity with anyone or anything in Middletown. Her bad attitude was just a ruse to keep anyone from getting close enough to find out her life was an emotional mess.
That needed to change. She needed a new attitude.
Did people really change?
Real, lasting, positive change?
She sure hoped so. She was going to try hard to become a better person. For Benji. For herself.
Having Robert and Benji back in her life had already changed something in her, in ways that were deep and permanent. She was not angry anymore. She didn't feel alone in the world anymore. Even if Robert and Benji lived across the country, she could still feel their presence.
***
As soon as Janice entered Derek and Bella's gym, the room went silent in shock.
She'd been building up her nerve for two days ever since the night she talked with Rain. It was a time for new beginnings.
Janice stood in the doorway, looking around for her ex-friend Bella.
They all stared at Janice with burning curiosity.
When she spotted Bella, she walked closer slowly. Both women stood facing each other. Bella crossed her arms over her chest, and stared at Janice, looking confused.
"Bella," Janice said carefully.
"What are you doing here?" Bella asked.
A knot began to grow in Janice's throat.
"I... Errr... Humm...," Janice babbled.
"Yeah?"
Janice slowly raised her head, moving inch by inch, but the power of speech seemed to have left her by the time her gaze reached Bella's face. Finally, the muscles in her throat began to work as she swallowed.
"I came to apologize to you and Derek. The heartfelt apology I owe you two. I'm so sorry for everything I did to both of you. I've been feeling so bad about it," Janice said in earnest, her eyes looking sincere.
Janice was surprised to see a flash of compassion in Bella`s eyes.
"It happened a long time ago. So, why now?"
"Just because it happened a long time ago, it doesn't make it okay. It was very wrong of me to do what I did. I do hope you and your husband both can find it in your hearts to forgive me."
When Bella said nothing, Janice went on in a rush. "I've been such a bitch to you, and I'm sorry. I have no excuses. I was wrong."
"Really?" Bella said, unable to suppress her growing smile.
"Really," Janice affirmed. "I was a terrible friend to you. I'm asking for forgiveness, Bells."
"Is this apology part of a Twelve-Step program or something?"
"Yes, it is. I'm the founder member of BA, and firmly on the wagon."
"BA?" Bella asked.
Janice managed a smile, "Bitches Anonymous. I am trying to make amends for the terrible way I treated you and Derek."
Bella raised an eyebrow. "Just the two of us?"
"Well, I have a long list of people I need to apologize to, but I decided to start with you two. We've known each other since elementary school. We used to be close friends, Bells."
"Friends? Do you mean when we were a pair of bitches that used to make fun of everyone?" Bella pushed.
Janice's gaze flicked back to Bella, and she actually thought she detected a spark of amusement in Bella's eyes. Was that possible?
"You're going to make me grovel, aren't you?" Janice asked.
"Like a worm," there was a hint of a smile and Bella's eyes.
Janice sighed. "We both changed. When I was a teenager, I was full of anger because of my parents' divorce. When I returned to Middletown I was even angrier. In both cases, I took it off with everyone around me. I don't want to be that person anymore. I'm sick of being horrible to everyone around me. Please, forgive me."
Janice's entire body was shaking by the end of that passionate declaration.
"I do forgive you, Jan," Bella finally said. She could see that Janice was about to cry, so she stepped toward her and wrapped her arms around her friend's shoulders.
"It's a long way before I can trust you, Janice. But people gave me a chance when I came back to town, and it would be wrong of me not to do the same. When someone makes the effort to change and be a better person, she deserves a second chance."
Bella looked at her husband, Derek, and he smiled and nodded. He looked at his wife with pride in his eyes.
"People can change if they truly want to," Bella concluded.
During the next weeks, Janice made a concerted effort to apologize to every person she had wronged. It was quite a task. The list wasn't short.
Janice felt a deep pull inside to right every wrong she had committed.
People were usually a little surprised and suspicious.
Some accepted her apology and invited her into their homes. Some people were reluctant to forgive her and let Janice know that. A small group closed the door in her face. They thought Janice's change wasn't real and seemed content to go along with their anti-Janice agenda.
When Janice finished her list, she felt like a different person no matter the result. She felt light like a giant weight had been lifted off her head. She was ready to start living a different life.



Then, Janice did something out of character: she went to church and had a long talk with the pastor.
"I've been struggling with what kind of mother l want to be for Benji."
"From what I heard, you've been a good enough mother."
"I don't want to be a 'good-enough' mother. We have a few short years to influence our kids. I have the responsibility to mold a life. I don't think that should be done casually.
"Half the parents in this country are failing. I don't wanna be one of them."
Pastor Marsden smiled, "There is so much in the Bible about being a parent. The role of a parent is to be a good role model for the children God had placed into their care. There is a Bible study group. Each other Friday we gather to study God's word, and support one another."
"Let me think about it. I'm flying to New York next weekend to spend time with my son."
"There is no rush. You're welcome to come whenever you're ready."
CHAPTER 16
Robert finished his interview with his last client of the day and started to get ready to go back home.
For thirteen years, Robert had been stuck in a time warp. No woman since Janice had ever made him want a permanent relationship.
Her image had always been before his eyes.
Now, he had discovered Janice was not dead after all, what was he going to do? Could they recapture what they once had together?
If so, Robert was aware they couldn't pick up where they left off. While the two of them might know each other well and have already shared deep and meaningful experiences, they were not the same people they were. Janice was right about that.
He couldn't take Janice out of his mind. And to think that she was coming to New York soon made his heart jump. He stared blankly at the laptop, thinking about her.
He was ready to leave his new tiny office when his phone went off. He glanced at the caller ID and answered.
"Hi, Dave. How's my favorite shrink doing? What can I do for you? Do you need a lawyer"
"Thank God, I don't. My wife's sister drove up from Newark for the weekend. We thought we'd invite a few friends for dinner. How would you like to come? I know this is totally impromptu."
Robert could smell a setup a mile away. And this was definitely a setup.
"Benji's mother is coming to visit this weekend for the first time in two months."
"Okay, I understand. Sarah is going to be disappointed but I understand. I'll let you out this time."
"I can smell a setup instantly, Dave."
"Yeah, I know, but the thing is you can also meet potential clients. People from Sarah's work are coming too. You know she is well-connected. I know you have been struggling to make ends meet after you walked away from your father's firm."
Robert twisted his mouth. "That's true. Maybe I could attend for a short while. I'm sure Janice will appreciate some alone time with our son. No promises, though."
"Really? That would be great. You would be saving me from sleeping on the couch tonight," Dave said, with a laugh.
Robert laughed too. "I know who wears the pants in your relationship, my friend. What time do you want me there?"
"Seven-thirty, but any time you can show up will be fine. Don't worry about my sister-in-law. She's as gun-shy as you are in the being-set-up-for-a-date department. If there's chemistry between the two of you, it's anyone's guess which of you will be the more surprised."
"Message received. Thanks for the invitation, Dave. I'll do my best to be there. Give my regards to Sarah."
***
Robert and Benjamin were waiting for Janice at the airport when her plane arrived. The sight of them brought a huge smile to her face.
"Thank You, Lord, for giving me this moment," Janice thought. The past months had flown away.
Benjamin's eyes welled with tears. "I'm so glad you are here, Mom. Talking on Skype is not the same."
"So am I, my darling boy." Janice's breath caught in her throat. "I finally can hug you again."
She opened up her arms and her son came running into them.
Benji hugged his mother tightly and lovingly. Janice whispered into his ear how much she loved him and how proud of him she was. When their hug finally ended, Benji helped his mother to her suitcase. They walked together to the car.
"If this is a dream, don't let me wake up."
"I'll drive you to our apartment and then I have to go to the office. I have a client waiting for me. I should be back for dinner by six-thirty," Robert informed them.
Benjamin turned to Janice and grinned. "That means seven-fifteen to seven-thirty."
Janice chuckled.
"Are you working on Saturday Bobby?"
Robert scratched the back of his head and looked embarrassed. "Wel, until I manage to separate my finances from my father's I can refuse any client. Having a joint account wasn't a good idea."
They walked to the car in silence and drove away from the airport.
"I can't help but feel that in a way it was my fault," Janice finally said.
Robert shook his head. "No, Jan," he said, "it wasn't your fault. It wasn't anyone's fault but my father's. He is the one who got us into this mess. We are just dealing with it."
Janice gave Robert a look that said she wasn't entirely convinced, but she nodded.
"Everything will be fine," Robert reassured her, while he navigated his car through New York traffic.
"Are you coming for dinner, Dad? Mom and I can cook something for you," Benji's eyes were sparkling with excitement.
"I hope so," Robert said absentmindedly.
He left Janice and Benjamin at his apartment building and drove off to his new office.
Benjamin gave his mother a brief tour of the place. Janice noticed a photo of Robert and her when they were young sitting on his office desk beside a file folder.
Janice found the apartment interesting. The only thing that was lacking was a female touch.
"Mom? What was one of Dad's favorite foods when you two were dating?" Benjamin asked her once they were sitting at the kitchen counter drinking their sodas.
"Pizza," Janice said with a laugh.
"Besides that?"
"Well, I didn't have much money to pay for anything more expensive. Sometimes, I provided the picnic if we went boating. Most of the time he and his buddies ate macaroni and cheese in the dorm, and we went out for ice cream."
"Dad still does that." Her son's brows met together. "Can't you think of anything else?"
"Hmm... Sunday dinner was sacrosanct at your grandfather's home."
Benji grimaced but said nothing, not wanting to interrupt his mother. Spending time with Robert's father wasn't Janice's favorite memory either.
"From time to time, if I could get away with it, I'd take some leftover roast in foil so I could make sandwiches."
Benji glanced at his phone. "It's three-twenty. If we bought a roast, how long do you think it would take to cook?"
"You don't have one in your freezer?"
"Dad never buys roast."
It was Janice's turn to chuckle. "A beef tender-loin roast cooks up pretty fast."
"If you drove me to the store we could be back in ten minutes. Dad has two cars. He is selling one of them. We are downgrading. Dad said we may have to move out from this apartment."
Janice bit her lip. She felt a pang of guilt. Robert had resigned from his work because of her. Well, Alistair had a lot to do with Robert's decision, but even so, she couldn't help but feel guilty.
"Your father might not like me taking his car."
"I promise he won't care. There's an extra set of keys in the drawer." Benji dashed into the office for them. "This is so cool. I finally have someone who can drive me besides Dad!"
They both put on their jackets before leaving. Janice was happy to do her part, but she drew the line at going to the store. She was afraid it might create too much attention. Robert wouldn't like it.
"Tell you what," she said, once they'd pulled into the parking area. "While you get the meat and everything else in the list. I'll fill the car with gas. It's running on empty as we speak."
"Okay. Charge it to Dad. He has an account there."
"Fine," Janice said, though she had every intention of paying for the gas herself. "I'll be back in five minutes."
She made a U-turn and started down the road. Buying gas for Robert's car was the least she could do for him. He'd made a miracle happen by allowing her to have a relationship with Benjamin. There wasn't enough she could do for him in return.
Janice pulled in next to a pump and stopped the car.
Someone tapped on the window. She jerked her head around, then pressed the button to lower the glass.
"Hi there." A fortyish-looking man smiled at her with male admiration.
"Hello. Would you fill it with unleaded please?"
"You bet." After he'd put the nozzle in the tank he came back to her. "For a minute I thought Benjamin had taken his dad's car on a joy ride."
Uh-oh.
"No. I'm his mother."
He grinned. "No way! You look too young."
Janice gave the man a non-committal smile. She had become an expert in fending off men. There had only been one man in her life: Bobby.
"I'm Roger Oldcorn, a friend of Robert's."
"I'm Janice."
"Nice to meet you. Mrs. Campbell..."
"That's what I could have been if... No, don't even dare think about it."
"Are you here on a vacation?"
Usually, Janice wouldn't have any problem dealing with nosy people, but this man knew Robert and she didn't want to be rude.
"I came to visit my son," she said.
"Benjamin must be over the moon."
"We both are. How much do I owe you?" she asked before Roger could ask another question.
"That's okay. This tank's on me."
Janice could have argued about it but decided not to. All she wanted was to get out of there as fast as possible.
"Thank you very much, Mr. Oldcorn. It's nice to have met you."
Roger tipped his cup. "You're welcome. Please call me, Roger."
"I will," she said, doubting very much she'd be seeing him again.
After putting up the window, she swung the car around and drove back to the store.
Benjamin was waiting for her at the entrance.
"Hi, Mom." Benjamin waved at her, got into the car, and shut the passenger door. "I got everything we need."
A few minutes later, they were setting the groceries on the kitchen counter.
Janice removed her jacket, washed her hands, and took the paper off the roast.
"Could I ask you something important, Mom?"
Janice's heart swelled with emotion. "Anything."
"Do you wish you had married Dad?"
"Oh, Benji... Why do you have to ask me that?" she thought. "Tell him the truth, Janice."
"Yes."
"Dad still loves you," Benji reassured her softly.
Benji's words left her speechless and momentarily stunned.
"How do you know that?" she asked when she recovered.
"It's the way he asks for you every time we talk on Skype. He also talks about you an awful lot."
"What does he say about me?" she asked, while she rubbed the meat fat with flour and dry mustard.
"That you're tough and rough when you need to be, but you have a heart of gold."
Janice blushed.
"Okay, anything else?" She rubbed cooking oil onto the surface of the meat. Finally, she ground black pepper on all sides.
"Dad says you two were very close. He says that you were in love."
"That we were."
She placed the meat on a rack of a roasting tray to keep the meat away from the juices. Then, she placed the roast into the oven.
"Why can't you be together again?" Benji asked, in an almost pleading voice.
Janice's heart thundered too hard. That was a dangerous question. She was tired of a lonesome, empty bed. She was tired of silent, solitary days. She was still a young woman with needs and desires. Robert made her all too aware that those feelings still simmered below the surface. Her anger against him had helped her bear it, but now her anger was gone. Her feelings for Robert were rapidly growing into much more. She needed to be careful. Robert could hurt her so easily.
"It's complicated, Benji."
"Adults always say that," he said, twisting his mouth.
CHAPTER 17
Robert looked at his watch and climbed into his car. The mental image of Janice and Benji cooking dinner together made him smile. His watch said twenty to seven. It would take him a half hour to get home. If he hurried, he'd make it to Dave's place by eight, or thereabouts. Benji had probably fixed tacos or pizza with her mother. He could eat a few bites and leave.
Robert knew he was dead wrong the second he walked into the kitchen. The smell of roast and everything that went with it assailed him. The kitchen table had been set with a cloth and matching napkins for four people.
On the way to his bedroom, he glanced into the living room and saw Janice and Benji playing chopsticks.
Janice was dressed in a pair of navy sweats, and a white T-Shirt. Robert's heart missed several beats.
She lifted her head, saw him staring down at her, and let out a soft gasp. "You're home! We have worked so hard on this dinner for you."
Robert stifled a groan. How could he have been so stupid? It was obvious Benji was going to ask his mother to cook a special meal for their first dinner together.
Unfortunately, he'd already committed to Dave and couldn't back out now. He had to think fast to come up with a solution that wouldn't disappoint his son and his mother, or his friend, Dave.
"I'll be ready in five minutes. I have other plans for this evening so I'll have to eat quickly."
Janice didn't flick an eyelash. "Then I'll help Benji put everything on the table right now."
"Thanks."
Robert's eyes followed her retreating figure before he realized he didn't have time to dwell on her curves.
He dashed into his bedroom and took a five-minute shower. Once he had shaved and dressed in a pullover and trousers, he phoned Dave and told him not to hold dinner for him and that he'd be there by eight-thirty at the latest. Being the good man he was, Dave didn't ask questions, only thanked him for the call.
The vegetables and gravy along with the roast were so good, that Robert asked for a third helping.
"You never eat that much, Dad," Benji approved.
"It's your fault. Everything was delicious," Robert said patting his belly.
Janice smiled at her son. "This is nothing. Your father used to eat even more when we were in college."
"Really, Dad?" Benji stared at his father with new appreciation.
Robert patted his tummy and said, "I used to. Now I have to watch my cholesterol levels. This was the best meal I ever tasted in a long time. Brought back a lot of memories." He looked at Janice and winked at her. "Thanks to both of you."
"You're welcome," Benji and Janice said at the same time, and giggled.
"Where are you going, Dad?" Benji asked.
"To the Bryant's. They're throwing a small gathering at their home and invited me along. Dave thinks I can make new clients."
Robert took a look at his phone, and said, "I better hurry."
"Okay, Dad. Have fun," Benji said, thrilled to have his mom all by himself.
"Bye, Robert," Janice waved at him. "Good luck."
***
When Robert arrived at Dave's place it looked as if everyone was at the dessert stage of dinner. Though Robert was stuffed, he didn't dare refuse the Dutch apple with streusel topping. He chatted his way around the room, mingling and handing out a lot of business cards.
At some point, Sarah, Dave's wife, introduced him to her sister, Melanie, a tall blonde who was attractive, in an athletic kind of way.
Robert and Melanie made small talk, but he soon realized that his heart was not in it. He liked Melanie, but she was not his type. There was no chemistry between them, At least, not on his part. When he realized that, he relaxed and they had a fun exchange.
Robert couldn't help but wonder what was he doing there, talking to a girl he barely knew when the woman he had longed to be most of his life was in his apartment.
The evening turned out to be a pleasant one. At least, 'til Roger Oldcorn sat Robert's side.
"Today I saw your car in front of the store and went over to greet you. I met Benji's beautiful mother," he boomed for everyone to listen. "I called her Mrs. Campbell by accident. Sorry," the nosy idiot blurted out for Melanie to hear.
Robert might not have clicked with her, but he didn't want to hurt her feelings or give her the wrong impression about him.
He looked at her just in time to see the discomfort flicker in her eyes. "Benji's mother and I are not married, Melanie. We reconnected just recently. It's a long story. We can meet tomorrow before you leave for Newark and I'll explain it to you."
"That's okay, Robert. I'll be leaving early, but it was nice to have met you. As a matter of fact, I think I'm going to say goodnight." Her words didn't match the expression on her face.
Strangely enough, Robert wasn't as disappointed as he thought he would be. Melanie was a fine woman, but all he could think of was coming home to share time with Benji and Janice before going to bed.
CHAPTER 18
Once Robert left, Janice and Benji took care of the dishes.
Once they were done with the cleaning, Janice and Benji returned to the living room and sat down on the couch.
"Is that upright piano a decoration only?"
A tiny smile bent the corner of her son's mouth. "My grandfather gave it to us when Grandma died. He said she wanted me to have it because I always liked to make noise on it when we went to their house."
"What a fabulous gift. Your grandmother must have loved you a lot."
Benji nodded. "Dad told me I'd better learn to play it so it wouldn't go to waste."
"Did you learn to play?"
"Kind of. In fourth grade, I started taking piano lessons from a very respected teacher. He used a well-known piano method and taught me page by page through the levels. It was boring."
"That was not what you wanted."
"No, I don't want to be a classical music performer. I never learned to play songs by ear. I never learned chords and how they work together in a song."
"Would you do me a huge favor and let me hear you?"
"Okay. But promise you won't laugh."
"I would never do that." Janice crossed her heart.
Benji pulled some sheet music from the piano bench. After a false start, he played a familiar Beethoven prelude with surprisingly good technique. Janice clapped enthusiastically.
Benji had executed a very good rendition of Beethoven's Piano piece Fur Elise.
"That was terrific! You're a fine player," Janice declared when he finished. "Play something else, please."
"Would you like to play a duet with me, Mom?"
"Do you have sheet music?"
With a smile on her face, Benji moved off the bench so Janice could look through the music sheets. Her eye fell on a book of duets. She drew it out and closed the piano bench.
"Have you learned any pieces from this yet?"
Benji nodded. "The Magic Flute, by Mozart. My teacher and I used to play it at four hands."
"I bet you had to learn the top part."
"Yes. How do you know that?"
"Because I took piano lessons since I was seven until I was sixteen. My teacher made me learn this piece, too. Come on. Let's see how we sound together."
Janice had the time of her life, playing the lower part of the duet with her son. They did several run-throughs to work out the kinks, then pulled off a fairly polished performance.
When they'd finished, their cry of triumph was drowned out by someone clapping. Janice turned around on the bench. Robert had come into the living room without them being aware of it.
Benji ran over and hugged his father. "Can you believe Mom plays the piano, too?"
"I knew she'd taken lessons."
"Your father never heard me play. I gave piano up before we met," Janice confessed. "As of now, however, I repent of every minute I ever cursed my mother and my piano teacher for making me practice. I'm in awe of your talent, Benji. In fact, I'm so proud of you, I can hardly stand it!"



Her son's face glowed. "Thanks, Mom, but you play much better than me."
"I haven't touched the piano in years. I'm absolutely out of practice."
"It didn't sound that way to me," Robert pitched in.
"You know what they say, it's like riding a bike. You never forget. Except that there's all the difference in the world between getting around the block in one piece, and winning the Tour de France."
Robert burst into laughter.
Janice hadn't heard that beautiful sound in years. It brought back a lot of pleasant memories. A smiling, laughing Bobby from the past was too much for her to handle.
Benji gave his father a speculative glance. "How come you're home so early?"
"After a while, the meeting got boring and I realized that what I really wanted was to be home with you two. Of course, I handed out a fair amount of business cards before."
Robert eyed Janice's reaction, but she had her poker face on.
"So, you didn't meet anyone you liked?" Janice asked.
"No... uh, not really." Robert moved closer to Janice. "I have my eyes set on another girl."
"Someone I know?" Janice asked arching a brow.
Robert's smile widened. "You could say so."
Janice smiled back at him.
"You're a very nice, attractive woman who will make some lucky man a wonderful wife," Robert added.
"I have not been lucky in love in the past. However, my luck seems to have changed. I never thought I'd have Benji back in my life and here I am."
Robert nodded. "Well, maybe your luck will change."
They looked into each other eyes. A silence that said a lot more than any words. Robert longed for that silent connection they had in the past. When they could communicate without saying a word.
Janice was sure Robert wanted to kiss her. Robert looked at her, and her eyes met his. He leaned toward her, barely an inch, but it was still enough to make her lower lip tremble. Then he looked at his son and it was like breaking a spell. His eyes went to her mouth but he didn't kiss her.
When the moment passed, Janice stood up and said, "I think I'm going to bed."
"Goodnight, Benji," she kissed her son's cheek with love.
"Goodnight, Mom."
"Goodnight, Robert," she kissed his cheek, lingering there. Then she turned around and went to the guest room.
"Goodnight," Robert touched his cheek where Janice had kissed him.
CHAPTER 19
Robert woke up early. He found Janice was already up. She was in the kitchen.
Other than running the local newspaper, cooking was her go-to stress reliever.
"I put the kettle on to make cocoa," she announced. "We can have cocoa and cookies for breakfast."
"You cook?"
"What kind of question is that? Of course, I cook."
"All I remember is your burnt offerings. Burnt eggs, burnt pancakes, burnt beans, burnt meatloaf."
Janice giggled. "Oh, the meatloaf. Do you remember how hard it was, and you kept saying it was fine."
They both laughed.
"You're up early. That's new, too," Robert murmured.
"Hardly. I have been running The Gazette all by myself for the last twelve years. I have to wake up early if I want everything done. I told you, Bobby, I'm not the same person you knew."
He just nodded. Janice was wearing a sexy nightgown. Low cut at the neckline, and a little too high at the thigh.
"You are still gorgeous," Robert complimented her. Janice was a beautiful, sexy woman. He was feeling like a coward for not kissing her last night.
Janice surveyed herself and blushed. She looked like a prostitute on the loose.
"I'll change before Benji wakes up. He wants to show me his favorite places in New York."
"That sounds like a lot of fun."
"Would you like to join us?"
"I'd love to if you don't mind me intruding in your time with Benji."
"Of course, not," Janice said, waving Robert's concerns away.
Robert smiled. Everything just seemed brighter with Janice around.
"What smells so good?" a yawning Benji asked, coming into the kitchen.
"Chocolate chip pecan cookies," Janice announced.
"Can I have one?"
Janice glanced at her son with surprise, "That's why I made them."
Benji took one and lifted it to his mouth to try a big bite. "Mmm. Good," he said, with a mouth full of cookies.
Janice made a quick visit to her room to get a robe.
Benji finished the first cookie, took a second one, and glanced to where Janice was hovering over the cups of cocoa. "What can I do to help?"
"Well, everything's ready except for the water, I'll pour the water in when the kettle boils. But you can give me a hug," she said, and her son gladly complied.
Janice offered Robert a cookie; he took it but didn't offer her a hug in return for her disappointment.
The rest of their time in New York was a dream.
The three of them spent the day together and had a great time visiting the Statue of Liberty, the Empire State Building, the Brooklyn Bridge, Central Park, and some historic neighborhoods.
"New York is great, isn't it, Mom," Benji asked Janice.
"I haven't been here in years. Not since..." Janice interrupted herself. "It's still an incredible city."
She looked at Robert and he understood what she meant. The last time Janice had been in New York they were an item and had all the future ahead of them.
"What have you planned for the holidays, Mom?" Benji asked oblivious to the exchange.
Thanksgiving was less than two months away.
"I have nothing much planned, Benji. Work will keep me busy." Her finger found its way to her hair where it began its nervous twirl. "Holidays are a big deal in Middletown, and I have to cover every single event."
"But you meet with your parents for Thanksgiving or Christmas, right, Mom?" Benji asked, pressing ever so gently.
Janice cleared her throat nervously, her eyes gazing down toward the ground. "No, I don't," she said softly, in a hoarse voice.
"Why not, Mom?"
"Benji," Robert cautioned. He didn't want Janice to feel uncomfortable.
"It's okay, Robert." Janice cleared her throat and took a big breath as if steeling herself for what she'd say next. "It's just me. There's no family to be had."
A heavy silence fell upon the three of them, broken only by Benji's soft whisper of heartbreak: "Oh, Mom!"
"My parents divorced when I was in high school. My dad is living in South America, and my mom is traveling around Europe," Janice said, making an educated guess about her parents' whereabouts. "I haven't heard from them in years," she elaborated, her voice shaky despite her best efforts to rest importance on the matter.
"I have a few distant relatives, but they're far-flung. We don't keep in touch much."
Robert wanted to reach out to Janice, he wanted to hold her, kiss her, whisper in her ear how strong and lovely she was. How, if he had anything to say about it, she'd never again know that kind of loneliness.
When had Janice wrapped his heart and his soul in a velvet bow and claimed complete ownership?
"Now we are your family, Mom. Right, Dad?" Benji said, putting into words what Robert was feeling.
Robert turned to his son and said, "Right, Benji."
The mood of the evening had shifted irrevocably now, and he hated it. Hated the tears he saw her fighting back.
"Well," Janice finally said, with a forced smile taking a look at her phone. "This has been such an amazing weekend, but I have a plane to catch."
Benji, whose heart and mind were still trying to process the revelation, hugged Janice tightly. "You're not alone. Dad and I love you, Mom."
"We do love you," Robert said looking into Janice's blue eyes.
"I love you both, too. I hate to leave, but..."
Robert nodded. "We'll drive you to the airport. Your suitcase is already in the trunk, right?"
***
On the way back from the airport, Benji said, "Dad? There's something important I have to ask you, but I don't want you to think it's because I don't love you."
Robert fought a smile, his eyes fixed on the road. "I know you love me, Benji. Just say what you want to say."
"How would you feel about spending Thanksgiving and Christmas with Mom in Middletown?"
Robert rubbed his chin.
"If you want to spend the Holidays with your mom, it's fine with me, Benji."
"Not just me, Dad; both of us."
Robert took some time to think about what Benji had just said.
"It's an idea. I'll think about it, Benji," he finally said. The more Robert thought about it, the more the idea appealed to him.
"I want us to spend Thanksgiving together. As a family," Benji pushed.
"I know how you feel, Benji. However, things are not so simple."
The boy pouted. "Adults always complicate everything. You love Mom, she loves you. That sounds simple to me."
"Where did you get that?"
Benji thought he should keep his conversation with his mother a secret, so he said a half-truth, "I figured it out by myself."
Robert bit his lip. His son was a smart kid.
"Do you love Mom, Dad?"
Being a lawyer, Robert's first reaction was to deflect the question and avoid a direct response. But, his heart told him he owed his son an honest answer.
"Yes, Benji. I love Janice. I never stopped loving her."
His son threw his arms up in the air.
"I can't believe you just let Mom go without telling her how you feel about her."
"I had to, Benji. She lives in Middletown and has responsibilities there. I can't ask her to move in here with us and leave everything behind."
"Maybe she would if I asked her. Then, you could date."
Robert shook his head.
"Your mom feels so guilty about giving you up and so grateful to have you back into her life that she might move to New York if you ask her. It wouldn't be fair to her, Benji."
"Adults are so complicated," Benji said shaking his head.
"Love is complicated, Benji."
CHAPTER 20
Janice did a lot of soul-searching during the flight back home. The weekend with Robert and Benji had been among the first moments, she actually felt happy.
The lack of a real family had haunted her every holiday, every birthday, every gathering... Spending the weekend with Robert and Benji had given her a taste of family life. She wanted more.
It wasn't too late when Janice arrived in Middletown, so she went to The Gazette and found Rain, sitting at her desk, typing on her computer.
"Hi, Sis. Welcome back. How was your flight?" Rain greeted her.
"Uneventful."
"Did you enjoy your visit to New York?"
"I had the best of times with Benji and Robert," Janice admitted with a dreamy smile. "What are you doing here so late?"
"I was typing the recipe for my moussaka. Some people have asked me for it since the last church event. I thought we could start a food section in The Gazette."
Janice took a moment to collect her thoughts, and then smiled, "Not a bad idea. People could share their favorite recipes and tell us the story behind them. We could call it 'Recipes with stories.'"
Rain pointed a finger at Janice. "Great minds think alike."
"Why aren't you at home with your better half?"
Rain pouted. "Rolf is doing some cyber-thingy for my friend Lukas' business. I'm alone for the weekend. So I came here to hold the fort," Rain explained, making a sloppy military salute. "Are you up for a game of cards?"
"Sure, why not?" Janice realized that she didn't want to go to an empty house.
She sat down at the desk and Rain dealt cards. However, Janice's mind was not in the game.
"Gin," Rain said triumphantly, laying her cards on the table. Janice tore her gaze from the ceiling and reached for a card from the deck.
"Hello. I said gin," Rain repeated, making Janice pause and blink at her in confusion. "You aren't even paying attention, Jan."
"Sorry," Janice muttered, and then a small smile tugged at her lips, and she set her cards down, saying, "Bobby used to call me that."
"Jan?" Rain asked, collecting the cards and beginning to shuffle them again. "How are things between you two?"
"They are great. I shared the most amazing weekend with Robert and Benji."
"Well, you need to work on looking happy. What's wrong?"
Janice let out a sigh. "We spent all Sunday together."
"As a family?"
"Kind of. They gave me the grand tour of New York. My relationship with Benji is great. However, my relationship with Bobby is..."
"Complicated?" Rain offered, as she began to deal cards.
Janice nodded.
"Robert and I shared a moment. He was about to kiss me, but at the last moment he backed up."
"How rude of him!" Rain said with mock exasperation.
Janice shrugged, her eyes sliding to the cards without really looking at them. "After the talk, I had with you, I was willing to give us a try, and see if the college love we shared could be rekindled, but I don't understand what the deal is." She dropped her cards on the table.
"Maybe he wants you back in Benji's life, but he's not interested in a romantic relationship," Rain opined.
"No, Rain. Robert wants me. I may have been out of the dating pool for years, but I can still tell when a guy is attracted to me."
"Okay. Are you attracted to him?"
"That's a tricky one. On a physical level, hell yes. Bobby is still hot. Just thinking about him makes my body feel hot and restless. Emotionally... I don't know. He comes with risks."
"How did you feel when you met Robert again and knew he wasn't the bastard you thought he was?"
"Hopeful," Janice muttered under her breath. "I began to toy with the edges of a fantasy in which we become a happy family."
"All the feelings you had locked deep inside came rushing back."
"Yes, they did," Janice reluctantly admitted.
"Why don't you ask Robert to go out on a date?"
"Because I don't want to complicate things between us. We live on opposite sides of the country. Long-distance relationships never work."
"I know," Rain rubbed the back of her neck, thinking, "I think Robert's attitude has to do with Benji, and not you," Rain added quietly, setting the cards on the table.
Janice sighed again. "I was thinking the same thing during the flight back home."
"Did the subject of you moving to New York come up?"
Janice shook her head.
"Robert knows I'm not made to live in a big city. New York is fine for a weekend but that's all, I'm used to a quiet life here. New York is too noisy, and too hectic, without counting that I'd never get a job as a reporter there. I'd be lucky if I get a job at McDonald's. Besides, it holds a lot of emotional baggage for me."
"You two met and fell in love in New York."
Janice nodded.
"Okay, scratch you moving there. Did you talk with Robert about him and Benji moving to Middletown?"
"Nope."
"Why not?"
"For the same reason, they didn't ask me to move to New York. He has a career and a social life in New York. Benji goes to school and has friends there. I can't ask them to give that up to come to live with me."
"What are you going to do then?"
"I'm going to enjoy having Benji back in my life, Skype with my son every night, and travel to New York as much as I can."
Rain slapped her palms on the table and made a loud noise.
"That's the most pathetic thing I ever heard! What happened was a damned lucky turn of events for you, Sis. Some people never get a second chance. It would be foolish to throw this good fortune away!"
Janice stared out the back window of the office, frustration coursing through her. Everything Rain said was true. An hour-long Skype conversation at the end of her day watching Benji fade into sleep wasn't enough.
"What else can I do, if Robert doesn't want a relationship with me?"
"Maybe he does, but he is scared of his feelings. He really, really likes you, but he's overwhelmed by everything that is happening too fast. Give him some time. Be patient, and see what happens. As the weeks pass, hopefully, his feelings will become clearer."
Janice tapped her mouth with her fingers, pondering her sister's words.
"I can do that. I spent thirteen years trying not to love anyone or anything. A bit more won't hurt."
"I made the same stupid mistake when I knew I had cancer. I didn't want to get attached to anyone. Maybe it's something in our genes."
Janice looked at Rain, and smiled, "Or maybe we are just a couple of idiots who hide behind walls not to get hurt."
"Hear, hear," Rain said, raising her cup of tea. "I'm lucky I met Rolf. He was the one who broke down my defenses. Sometimes all it takes is one little step."
Janice shook her head. "Maybe in Fairyland, Mary Poppins." She plastered a fake smile on her face, and said in a high-pitched voice, "I am the Queen of Happiness. Everything is possible if you take one little step." She flapped her hands as if they were wings. "Life is not all roses, Rain."
Rain laughed out loud at her impersonation. Then, she frowned her brow furrowing, and said in a growling voice. "I am the Queen of Mean, get out of my way and leave me alone, or I'll make your life miserable."
Janice's lips curved on a half-smile.
"Of course, it's not that easy! I'm not that naïve, my grumpy sister. It depends on whether this is what you want to do with your life or not. It's easier to hold on to your grudges, to wallow in your pain. We always have a choice. How did that quote go?" Rain puckered, her eyes squinting as she searched her memory. "Ah, yes! 'Ultimately, this power to choose is what defines us as human beings. We may have limited choices, but we can always choose. We can choose our thoughts, emotions, moods, words, our actions; we can choose our values and live by principles. It is the choice of acting or being acted upon.'"
Janice tilted her head curiously. "Where did you take that from?"
"Viktor Frankl. I read his book Man's Search for Meaning after I visited Auschwitz."
"You were in Auschwitz?"
"I was. One day, I'll tell you about it. But now, let's focus on you. Life punched you in the face. I get it. Trust me, I got my fair share of punches too. You can't control the punches that come your way. But you can control how you react to them. No matter how bad things are, you still can make them worse."
Janice frowned, "What do you mean?"
"You were hurt badly. You were suffering. You came back to Middletown feeling empty, depressed, and hopeless. Instead of asking for help, you built walls around yourself to avoid further hurt, and took it with everyone around."
"Pretty much," Janice reluctantly admitted, biting her lower lip.
"Alistair not only robbed you of your baby, but he also robbed you of your happiness. He left you with lasting feelings of anger and bitterness. Those photos he sent you every year were a reminder of what you lost and the power he had over you."
Janice nodded with understanding.
"So you became a bitter woman. Your spirit was held hostage to your hurt. How's that working for you? You not only didn't get your baby back, but you end up alone and miserable. When something inside you is broken, it stays with you. You live in the past until you're able to reconcile it, even if it's painful. You do the work because you want to grow up."
Janice took a long time before saying something. When she finally spoke, her voice was gentle, "You don't pull any punches, do you?"
Rain smiled and winked at her. "That's what sisters are for. One of the lessons that cancer left me is that even in the darkest circumstances, there is a light. Sometimes only a glimmer. Trust that light. Find a way back. No matter what it takes."
"You gave me a lot to think about, Rain. Thank you."
"You're welcome. If I may add one last thing, I think your primary fear is to let the real you out."
"I am not afraid of..." Janice started to say, but she knew it was a lie.
"You're afraid to let people see the real you. People don't know you, Sis. You're a tough cookie on the outside, but soft on the inside. You should let them see the real Janice for a change. Hopefully, they will like you as much as I do."



CHAPTER 21
Robert sat down in his friend Dave's living room. He was a well-known psychologist.
"I'm surprised you called me to talk, Robert," Dave said, taking a gulp of his beer. "If this is about Melanie, don't worry. We explained the situation to her. She is not mad at you."
"Thank you, Dave," Robert said, holding his beer in his hands.
"How are things with Benji's mother?"
A wry smile flitted across Robert's lips.
"I'm in one of those situations where I can't tell between what is right and what is wrong"
"In some situations, listening to your heart is much more valuable than making decisions with just your head. What do your guts tell you?"
"I love Janice. I always did."
"There you go." Dave sipped another gulp of beer.
"But... I have a son to consider. A son who has already had too many upheavals in his life. My main job is to protect Benji."
"Do Benji and Janice get along well?"
"They do. Extremely well. Jan is amazing with him. You should have watched them playing piano together. All Benji says is 'Mom this, Mom that.'" Robert actually smiled when he said that.
"Which is the problem then? Date Janice, rekindle your love, marry her, and give Benji a home with two loving parents, and maybe a baby brother or sister. Simple."
Robert frowned at his words.
"What if things between us don't work? What if we can't rekindle what we had?"
"Stop right there, my friend. Stop the 'what-ifs.' You don't know for sure what will happen in the future. There is a big chance that your relationship might work. You're not exactly strangers."
"But what if...?"
"There you go again," Dave interrupted Robert. "You don't know what will happen if you start dating Janice. You are scared, I get it. You're worried about Benji. That's normal. What would happen if things don't work between you two?"
"It could damage my relationship with Benji,"
"Why?"
"He wants us to be together. It could be a traumatizing experience for him."
"Traumatize? For Pete's sake! I'm the shrink, not you. Your son is a resilient boy. He learned his grandfather was a bastard who deprived him of his mother, and he didn't turn into a basket case or a serial killer. He traveled alone across the country to meet her. Stop using your son as an excuse to not face your feelings for Janice. Constantly imagining the worst-case scenario is called 'catastrophizing.'"
"Well, I am a lawyer. I look at the worst-case scenario and worry about it even though I don't expect it to happen. Sometimes fear is a friendly reminder you're not ready for something."
"No, you're wrong. Fear means you are smart and you understand the risks. Courage means you don't let fear stop you."
Robert shrugged.
"To be honest, I'm not sure if dating Janice is the right move. We are good now, there is no need to rock the boat."
Dave snorted. "You've played it safe all your life. Where has gotten you? You grew up under your father's shadow, and let him take control of your life."
"I did not!" Robert protested.
Dave gave Robert a look that meant 'you're talking to me, pal.'
"Well, maybe a little," Robert finally conceded. "That was then. This is now."
"You should never give up on love, my friend. Love is not an option for human beings, it is a requirement. If giving Benji a family is important to you, don't you think it's worth taking the risk? You could try dating Janice, and if it doesn't work you can go back to where you are now."
Robert let out a long painful sigh. "Benji has been bugging me to spend Thanksgiving with his mom. She lives across the country in a small town in the Northwest."
"Sounds like a good idea to me," Dave opined. "You can't develop a relationship with Janice if you live in different parts of the country. Maybe you should consider moving to Middletown."
"That's an idea I've been toying around lately. I care for Janice. Thinking that she is going to spend the holidays alone breaks my heart. She deserves all the happiness in the world. It will make Benji happy, too; so it's a win-win situation."
"That's what families do for each other. I bet they need lawyers in her town."
"If you want to be paid in chickens or bales of hay," Robert joked.
They both chuckled.
"Is money that important to you, Robert? Look what greed did to your father. He was already a very wealthy man, but it wasn't enough. He ruined that poor girl's life to protect his fortune."
"I am nothing like my father. I'll never be anything like him," Robert bristled. "I'm barely making enough money to make meets end right now. Living in New York is not cheap."
"Small towns are great places to raise a family," Dave added.
Robert just nodded. Lost in his own thoughts.
Dave waited for more, but it didn't seem like Robert was going to elaborate.
He finally looked at Dave and said. "You don't pull any punches."
"You're welcome. That's what shrinks are paid for," Dave said, clinking his bottle with Robert.
"Benji's mother was forced out of both of your lives for thirteen years. She lost everything she cared for, her boyfriend, her son, and her future. I understand it wasn't your fault, but you could make it better for her, for Benji, and for you, too."
"You gave me a lot of food for thought."
"Good," Dave replied with a smile of encouragement. "That means I can send you my bill."
Both men laughed.
CHAPTER 22
As a rule, Janice didn't look forward to the Christmas holidays. It always reminded her how alone she was.
Holidays with their festivities, frantic shopping, and extra dose of cheer were always especially hard on her. It made her long for what she didn't have; a loved one, a family.
Her phone rang startling her.
"Hello, Mom?" Benji greeted Janice before she could speak. She would never get tired of listening to her son's voice calling her mom.
"Hello, my beautiful boy, how's everything going in New York?"
"Cold and boring. I don't like it here, Mom. New York is too big of a city. I like Middletown best. Everyone stops and says hello there. I read the online edition of The Gazette, and I saw you are planning a lot of fun activities and events for the holidays."
Janice chuckled, "We have events for every season in Middletown."
"They look so cool, Mom! So different than here!"
"You have Macy's Thanksgiving Day Parade, Benji."
"Yeah, I know. Dad and I go there every year. It gets old, Mom. Listen, Dad wants to talk with you about something. Love you, Mom."
Her son's words were like music to her ears.
"Love you too, Benji."
A different voice came through the line.
"Hi, Janice, I hope you're doing well."
"Hello, Robert, I am doing as well as I can be."
"Am I correct to think that you have no plans for Thanksgiving?" Robert asked her.
"I invited Rain and Rolf to spend Thanksgiving with me. Remember my sister Rain? I also have a lot of events to cover for The Gazette," Janice said, then regretted it. The last thing she wanted was to have Robert feel she was going to be busy. "Why do you ask?"
"Is there room for two more?" Robert asked.
"Excuse me?" she said.
Before Robert could repeat his question, Benji took over the conversation. "I think Dad is trying to tell you that we'd like to go to Middletown and spend Thanksgiving with you, Aunt Rain, and Uncle Rolf."
"I am very capable of saying that for myself," Robert informed his son with a laugh. "But yes, I was trying to say that. We are beginning to like Middletown a lot. Those town events sound great."
Janice curled into the couch in her living room with the phone pressed to her ear.
"I'd love you to join me," she said, trying to contain her excitement. "So are you coming only for the town events?"
"Well, we want to spend Thanksgiving with the most important woman in our lives," Robert admitted. "I have a surprise for you."
"What is it?" she demanded. Not that she cared. Seeing Robert and Benji again was all that mattered.
"I'm not telling, but you're going to like it. I've missed you, well... Benji and I have missed you. I had no idea how much until I heard your voice." Robert's words simmered with a low intensity that made her shiver in delight.
"I've missed you, too... and Benji," she admitted.
After Robert hung up, Janice stayed on the couch with her arms crossed over her middle. Excitement hummed in her veins. She didn't know if she wanted to burst into song or dance around the room or both. Robert was coming home to her. All her worry had been for nothing.
She finally began to do a happy dance.
CHAPTER 23
Robert drove along Main Street admiring the decorated storefronts. Middletown was buzzing with activity.
Year after year, all the business owners tried to outdo each other with their holiday adornments.
Middletown was packed with people looking for a cute small-town Thanksgiving.
Volunteers were getting things ready at the town hall for the Thanksgiving parade. Janice had written about it in the town's paper. There were building stands that would hand apple cider, hot chocolate, doughnuts, and pumpkin bars to townspeople.
Benji looked at everything in awe.
Since Robert told Janice they were coming to Middletown for Thanksgiving, her life became a happy, hazy blur. She decorated her home for the first time in years.
She decorated her porch with garlands embellished with mini pumpkins and berries. Fall foliage and lit wire pumpkins made her entryway stand out from the crowd.
That night, when Janice went to bed, she said a silent prayer for the first in years.
"Lord, I'm so tired of being alone. I'm so tired of being on my own, I'm tired of having no one to share my life with. I want to be loved. I want a family. Please! Amen"
The next morning Janice woke up early and prepared everything for her visitors. Rain and Rolf came to share breakfast with her, before going to church.
Somehow, Rain had convinced Janice to attend the services.
Janice hadn't been inside the church except for Christenings, weddings, or funerals so she could write about them in The Gazette. Usually, she would be quiet and sit towards the back of the church.
This was different. Was he ready to face God in His own house?
Janice was angry with God about all that had been stolen from her since she was a teen.
The sound of a car parking outside Janice's house interrupted her thoughts. Her heart started beating fast in anticipation. As soon as the doorbell rang, she rushed to the front door and found Robert and Benji smiling at her.
She smiled back at them, still trying to catch her breath. "Come in! It's chilly outside." She stepped aside but kept her eyes on Robert.
"That's a lovely dress you have on, Janice."
"You look like a princess, Mom," Benji exclaimed.
"Thank you," she said, twirling around.
The Thanksgiving decorations didn't stop in the entryway. As they walked through the house, Robert and Benji smiled at the porcelain turkeys dotted around the living room, the colorful cushions, and the bright orange and red rugs covering the wooden floor.
Benji stopped to admire a carved turkey.
"This is truly beautiful, Janice," Robert said, walking into the dining room. "You have worked too hard."
"Holidays are a big deal around here. You can't live in Middletown and not decorate every inch of open space in your home. You might be arrested if you don't have enough decorations," Janice joked.
Robert and Benji laughed.
"I see that. I've never seen a town celebrate Thanksgiving like this," Robert admitted.
Janice chuckled leading them to the kitchen. Rain and Rolf were sitting at the counter drinking two mugs of chocolate.
"My sister Rain and her husband Rolf are here," Janice said pointing at the couple. "Remember them?"
"Of course we do," said Robert shaking hands with them.
"Good morning, Rain. Good morning, Rolf," Benji greeted them.
Rain high-fived the boy.
"You have already met Robert, Benji's father," Janice said to her sister and her husband.
Rain and Rolf exchanged pleasantries with Robert.
"I'll sit by Aunt Rain," Benji pointed at a chair at her side.
Rain winked at the boy. "Would you like some chocolate?"
"Yes!" Benji exclaimed.
Janice handed a cup to Robert and he took it gratefully.
"Delicious," Robert said, after a long sip. "Just what I needed."
Janice smiled at Robert and he smiled back at her.
"Would you like to come to church with us, Robert?" Janice asked.
"Can we, Dad? We used to go to the service every Sunday," Benji exclaimed.
Robert shrugged and nodded. "A bit of religion can't hurt."
"Dad used to light a candle for you," Benji said looking at Janice.
Robert coughed his chocolate, "Benji..."
Janice looked at her son. His eyes were fixed on her. "Thanks. If I'd have been dead I'd have appreciated the candle," she said with a big smile.
Benji blushed slightly.
Janice still wasn't sure how she felt about attending formal church services surrounded by a crowd of people who didn't like her.
"Could you do me a favor while we're at church, Mom?"
The boy's overly casual tone caused Janice to look at him sharply.
"Sure, if I can."
"Would you thank God with me for bringing you back into my life? I've been praying for a mom since I was little."
Janice looked down at her son, and her eyes became blurry and glazed over with tears.
"I can do that," she managed to say.
***
The sturdy, square white church was a relic of Middletown's history. Its row of arched windows had looked upon the town's growth. They had been saved from the fire that burnt down the first chapel.
As Janice gazed at the temple, an elderly couple approached from the path that led to the lake, walking arm in arm with slow measured steps.
"That could be Robert and me," she thought.
Janice didn't dare meet Robert's gaze for fear her blush would give away her thoughts.
Sunday morning worship at Middletown Church was normally crowded. There was hardly an empty seat in the temple.
The church went silent as Janice walked down the aisle holding her son's hand. The back of her neck prickled. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see people looking at her and whispering. Every muscle in her body tensed.
They all sat in the front pew. The rich, warm tones of the oak pews were complimented by the maroon carpet underfoot. The tall stained-glass windows glowed with shades of blue, red, yellow, and royal purple. Overhead, heavy support beams arched upward to a wood-clad ceiling that always made her think of a boat.
Reverend Marsden approached them, especially, to greet them. "Janice, it's good to see you attending the service. Welcome."
"Thanks, Reverend," she said, without committing herself. All of a sudden, inspiration struck, "I would like to speak to the congregation whenever you think it's appropriate. I want to share something with them."
The minister looked at Janice, smiled, and nodded.
The organ music swelling to full volume signaled the start of the service. It lasted one hour. The sermon was about forgiveness. The pastor explained that God forgives our sins if we bear our truth to Him.
"Very apt," Janice thought.
She listened intently to the pastor's lecture, soaking in the words of the Scripture and finding an inner peace that had been missing in her life for a long time.
When he finished, Reverend Marsden invited Janice to speak to the congregation.
He gestured to her, and whispered to her, "You have the floor."
Janice stood in front of the congregation wringing her hands, chewing her bottom lip, and looking nervous.
"Hello, everyone. You all know me, so I think I need no introduction. I'm Janice Cooper, or as most of you call me behind my back, the 'Queen of Mean', the villain of the town. I used to play practical jokes on some of you all the time when I was a teen. Some of my jokes were really cruel and humiliating, and I regret them. I was a bully. I called you names. Thruth is I wasn't a good person back then. I see that now. For that, I'm truly sorry.
"I was thirteen years old when my parents went through an ugly divorce. My father cheated repeatedly on my mother. They argued a lot and, sometimes, they got physical. When my father divorced my mother I never saw him again. Not even a card for Christmas. Neither of my parents cared for me. I was angry and I took it out on many of my schoolmates. I can see Red Harding nodding, right now."
Red laughed.
"You end up rekindling your friendship with Kat, your wife, the night I almost left you naked at the lake, so I'd like to take a bit of credit for that," Janice joked. "I was like the evil version of Cupid."
A larger group laughed at that.
"Then, I got a scholarship and I went to college far away from Middletown. I started over with a clean slate. It worked for a while, I found someone who loved me for who I was," Janice looked down at Robert and smiled at him. "I was living the life every girl dreams. That was until my dream turned into a nightmare. You all read the story in The Gazette."
Most of the congregation moved their heads up and down.
"I thought what was happening to me was the accumulated consequences of bad karma. I was paying for all the bad things I had done. The day I was forced out of my son's and my boyfriend's lives. I was at my lowest ever. I never felt such excruciating searing pain. Honest to God, if there'd been a gun handy I'd have blown my brains out. I didn't do it because I was pregnant with my son and he deserved to live."
A loud gasp escaped from everyone's mouths.
"I hated myself. I have made a lot of bad decisions in my life, but giving up on Benji was definitely the worst of them. I've hated myself ever since. I just wish I'd realized sooner that the one I hated was me and not everyone else."
A lonely tear fell down Janice's cheek.
"When I came back to Middletown, I took it out on everybody around me. Needless to say, it was no one's fault but mine. None of you did anything to deserve being treated the way I did. I wanted just to be left alone."
Another tear welled up in Janice's eye. In a moment, they were spilling down her cheeks, blurring her vision.
"I admit I have been a devil to live with, so full of crap." Janice looked at the minister and mouthed 'sorry.'
Reverend Marsden just waved his hand.
"You didn't deserve the hell I put you through. I'm truly sorry for all the harm I've caused. I want you to know that I'm deeply remorseful. I wish that I could turn back the clock and undo the horrible things I did. There are no excuses for what I did. However, having my son back in my life changed me for the better. I also have a sister that I love with all my heart. She is my Jiminy Cricket."
Rain, who was openly crying, said aloud, "I love you, Sis."
Janice looked at the crowd of faces looking at her. They looked blurry through the tears.
"I guess what I am asking is, could you see me as a new person who learned her lesson, instead of the horrible person that made all those bad things in the past?"
A heavy silence fell over the church.
"That's all I wanted to say. Thank you for listening."
Benji stood up and ran up to hug her mother. Robert, Rain, and Rolf followed. Then, to everyone's surprise, Marcus Carter stood up using his cane for support. The old man walked slowly, his cane tapping the church's floor, and placed a hand on Janice's shoulder.
"You were very brave, my dear girl," Marcus said to Janice. "I wish I had your guts. I'm proud of you."
Then, he looked at the crowd and continued, "Middletown has become more than a town to many of us. We are family. Family is not only those to whom we are related genetically but also those whom we most trust and turn to love and support. We may not always get along, and we may not always like each other, but we are all part of one family - the Middletown family.



"We support each other, take care of each other, and worry about each other. We should never turn our backs on those who are part of our community. It's not an easy journey, to get to a place where you forgive someone who hurt you. But it's such a powerful place because it frees you," Marcus looked at Janice. "It takes a strong person to say sorry, and even a stronger person to forgive."
Marcus looked at the crowd and hugged a weeping Janice.
Reverend Marsden came closer, cleared his throat, and boomed, "Mr. Carter is right, Janice did a truly brave thing today. She confessed her sins in front of God and all of us, her extended family, and asked for forgiveness. I know for sure God has forgiven her, what about the rest of you?"
Most of the people in church stepped up and shook Janice's hand, including Red Harding and his wife.
CHAPTER 24
At the end of the service, Reverend Marsden was busy greeting his flock on the church steps.
"You were awesome, Mom," Benji said, squeezing Janice's hand as they walked up the aisle.
"I wouldn't call it awesome, embarrassing myself in front of the whole town. I did enjoy the sermon. It was as if Reverend Marsden was speaking directly to me."
"You're a brave woman, Janice Cooper. I want you to know how much I admire your strength." Robert said. "That old man was right, it took guts to do what you did."
"Or outright stupidity," Janice laughed. "By the way, don't let Marcus hear you calling him 'old man'."
"Noted," Robert said and moved his head to the side and held Janice's hand in his. "You're very brave and very special. Benji is blessed to have known your unconditional love."
Janice's cheeks flushed with embarrassment.
Reverend Marsden shook Janice's hand when they came out of the temple. "I hope you enjoyed the service, Janice."
"I did, Reverend. The band's performance was really good," Janice said. "You have a rare gift for speaking to the heart."
"May I expect to see you next Sunday, Janice?"
"You may," she said with a smile.
"That's really good news." Reverend Marsden's smile got bigger. He turned around to face Robert. "What has brought you back to Middletown, Mr. Campbell?"
"A plane and a rented car," Robert grinned.
They all laughed.
"My son and I came to spend Thanksgiving with Janice as a family. This Thanksgiving will be the first time our family is together for a holiday," Robert said, looking at Janice.
"Rain and Rolf are joining us, too," Janice explained.
Reverend Marsden nodded. "Family is an important thing to us all as Marcus reminded us. How long are you planning to be in town, Mr. Campbell?"
"I guess that depends," Robert said without taking his eyes off Janice.
Janice tilted her head to the side and looked at Robert not knowing what to expect.
"I'm trying to convince him to stick around for good," Benji said with a giggle. "I like Middletown better than New York."
"What about your school? What about your friends?" Janice asked her son.
"I don't like going to a private school. Nothing there but a bunch of stuck-up snobs," Benji explained, winking at Rain. She winked back at him.
Robert smiled and ruffled his son's hair. "Benji can be mighty persuasive when he sets his mind to something. By the way, where did you learn the words 'stuck-up snobs.'"
"Aunt Rain," the boy confessed.
Rain gave Benji the thumbs up.
"Oh, boy, now we know who's going to spoil him," Janice laughed, shaking her head.
"Dad has been talking with Mr. Ronan," Benji said, trying to divert attention from him.
"The town's lawyer?" Janice's eyes widened in surprise. She couldn't believe her ears.
Robert nodded.
"I heard Dr. Ronan is thinking about retiring. He has been serving as the town's lawyer for thirty-one years," Reverend Marsden chimed in.
Janice ignored him and asked Robert, "Are you thinking about taking a job locally?"
Robert looked at Janice and nodded. "I am. I've been talking with the mayor, and there wouldn't be any obstacles to hiring me to be the town's new lawyer."
"Wow!" Janice exclaimed. Her thoughts spun so hard that they made her dizzy. Robert was certainly full of surprises.
"I think it's great that you and your son are thinking about settling in Middletown. We always welcome good people in our community," Reverend Marsden opined. "Now, if you excuse me," he pointed to the line of worshippers waiting for him.
Janice looked around. Everyone had suddenly disappeared leaving the two of them alone. Rain and Rolf had taken Benji to the playground to play with other kids.
"Are you really thinking about moving here?" Janice asked Robert.
Robert stared at Janice for a long moment, opened his arms, and said, "Surprise."
"This was what you and Benji were planning."
Robert nodded, "Yes, we have been talking a lot with Benji about moving to Middletown. We both like it here."
A flood of emotions swamped Janice.
Robert watched the turmoil of emotions play across her face. He wanted to know what she was thinking, what she was feeling.
"What about your job? What about Benji's school? What about your friends?" Janice's questions came in a flood.
Robert held up his hands. "Whoa, easy there."
"Sorry... I can't believe this is happening. I am so thrilled..." Tears were forming in Janice's eyes as she struggled for control
"To answer your questions, we both believe being a family is more important than any of that."
"Really?" Janice couldn`t hold the tears anymore.
"Really. New York is a crowded, stressful, and expensive city. Middletown, on the other hand, is a small, warm, and friendly town. When I think in which place I'd rather raise a family, Middletown wins hands down."
"Bobby, does it mean...?"
"America is a bit wide to cross every other weekend. Leaving New York will be a pleasure, as long as you're waiting for me on the other side. Because the truth is, Jan, I am madly, deeply, truly, passionately in love with you. You're very special to me. Just the way you are."
Janice smiled and said, "I love you, too, Bobby."
Happiness bubbled inside her.
Robert opened his arms and she let herself be embraced by him. It felt wonderful to be held with such tenderness, to rest against his strong frame and not have to pretend she was all right. She was so tired of holding it together. All she wanted was to be held in Robert's arms, to feel his love surrounding her.
She took a deep breath. "Okay."
"Okay?"
"Yes." She gave a nod. "Okay."
"Okay, what?" Robert asked, confused.
"Love. Commitment. Family. The whole thing. You do want to get married, don't you?"
Robert laughed. "Usually is the man who proposes, but yes, I truly do."
"I'll get you a ring later. Now, are you going to kiss me?" Janice asked him.
"Bossy," he muttered, smiling at Janice.
He leaned down and kissed her. The gentle brush of his lips against hers filled her with longing and excitement. She circled his neck with her arms as he pulled her close.
She hadn't forgotten anything about him. Neither had her mouth or body, which molded to his in the old, remembered way.
When he finally lifted his head, she pressed her cheek against his chest.
"These past months were the happiest of my life," Janice said against Robert's chest.
"And mine. You are a great woman and mother," Robert murmured, bending to kiss the tip of her nose.
"I sincerely hope so. Benji is an easy kid to love."
"He has certainly become attached to you. I did too."
Robert's eyes played over Janice's features. He seemed to be looking for something that was eluding him. "It didn't take much to make our world go round back then, did it?"
A pleasant warmth stole through her. She'd dreamed about this so many times, it seemed like an extension of her desires.
They were, embracing like young lovers who'd never been apart.
"I want to build a future with you, Jan. A future that counts for more than dollars, prestige, or power, and that will leave a lasting legacy of love for our children," he said in a husky voice.
A wistful smile curved her mouth. "Since I found out I have a future to look forward to, you have no idea how just hearing the word makes me feel."
Robert then straightened, and asked, "I presume you do want more children."
"Yes," she admitted. "Definitely."
CHAPTER 25
They all sat down to Thanksgiving dinner around five. They barely fit around Janice's dining room table.
Rain and Janice had been cooking their Thanksgiving dinner. They would be having stuffing, mashed potatoes, sweet potatoes, broccoli and cheese casserole, rolls, and cranberry sauce, along with turkey breast and gravy. It was a ridiculous amount of food.
Served dishes piled high with turkey, mashed potatoes, stuffing, and green bean casserole got passed around the table, and just as they were all salivating over their plates, Robert stood and said, "When Benji was young, we used to start every Thanksgiving meal with our gratitude. At some point we stopped, I'm not sure why. I thought it would be nice to try it again. What do you say?"
"I think that's a good idea, Dad," Benji said. "I don't know why we ever stopped doing that."
"Today is as good a day as any to start again," Janice chimed in, encouragingly.
Robert led off, "I am thankful Benji has reunited with his mother and we can all be a family again. I'm thankful for having Janice back in my life, and this second chance at love."
Benji looked at Janice and said, "I thank God, Mom is alive." They all laughed at that.
"Me too!" Janice exclaimed. Everyone laughed even louder.
"I'm thankful I have a Mom and a family," Benji concluded.
Janice beamed with pride and squeezed her son's hand beneath the table.
Everyone else took a turn, too. Rain was grateful to have found a place to settle, and a loved one to settle with. She was also thankful for her sister. Rolf was grateful for Rain and the many ways she had changed his life for the better.
Janice cleared her throat and looked around. She couldn't believe her eyes. She was eating Thanksgiving dinner with her family.
"I have so much to thank for. I wish you knew how excited I am for having you all here. It's been a long, long time since I had a proper Thanksgiving and it means a lot to me," she had some tears left, but they began to flow unchecked.
"You're my love, Bobby. I love you," Janice said solemnly. "I love Benji, my beautiful son," she seemed to hold her breath for a moment as if savoring what she had said.
"Life gave me a second chance to prove myself. I am going to be the best version of myself. I want to do it right this time... and if I don't, I have my sister to kick my ass in the right direction," Janice winked at Rain, and she winked back at her.
Everyone got a good chuckle out of that.
Rain lightened the mood, saying, "When are you going to admit that I know what's best for you, Sis?"
Janice picked up a napkin and mimed it like she was going to throw it, and everyone laughed again.
They all dug into their food, and for a few seconds, Benji kept his hand locked into his mom's. She squeezed it and gave him a grin, and then they both picked up their forks.
The food was incredible. They all gave Rain and Janice endless compliments in between big, satisfying bites.
Robert, Janice, and Benji were inseparable for the rest of the long holiday weekend. The next day, Rain and Rolf joined them for a picnic at the lake.
For the first time in her life, Janice was happy. Truly happy. Robert loved her and she loved him.
When the holidays were over, Robert and Benji went back to New York to set everything ready to move their lives to Middletown.
"I'm going to miss you," Janice told them at the airport.
"We'll be back as soon as we can," he assured her. "I love you, Jan."
"I love you with all my heart, Bobbie," she said back.
"We'll be back in no time."
"You better," Janice said, still not allowing herself to completely believe this was really happening.
***
Robert and Benji were extremely busy packing their belongings. The hall was stacked with rows and rows of moving boxes.
The doorbell rang and Robert went to the door. He opened the door and looked at Alistair with mild bewilderment. He frowned at his father.
"What now, father?"
"I come in peace. Can we talk?"
"You can come in, just for a second. As you can see, we are moving, the place is a mess," he said stepping aside.
Robert stood there looking at his father with a defying look on his face. He did not offer his father a seat.
"We need to sit down and talk before things get out of control, Robert."
"WE mean Benji and me, and WE don't need anything from YOU. YOU are out of our lives. WE are much better this way," Robert crossed his arms on his chest.
"I am worried that you're throwing your life away. Moving to Middletown isn't the best move for you, for your career, or even for Benji. Being a small-town lawyer is a bit different from being a partner in a four-story firm. You'll get bored arguing about chickens and eggs."
Robert looked up with a defiant expression. "I happen to like the change. Working as a lawyer in Middletown might not pay as well as it does in New York, but with my income, my family can manage to live comfortably with less stress and pressure."
All of a sudden, a disturbing idea took shape in Robert's mind. "How do you know about my plans? Did you have me followed?"
Guilt flickers in Alistair's eyes, and Robert knew his suspicion was correct.
"You don't learn, do you?" Robert snarled. "You know what? I'm done with you. Get out of here!"
Alistair was about to reply but Robert held up one hand as if to stop him. "Don't say another word. I don't want to hear it. I am a grown man. I'm quite capable of making my own decisions and fully intend to do so," he replied curtly. "Out!"
"Robert, I admit I made a mistake with that girl, but you must understand..."
"Janice, father! Her name is Janice. She is the girl I love and Benji's mother, whether you like it or not. You should, at least, learn her name."
"Things went out of control, but I've paid for my mistake."
"Mistake? You call what you did a mistake, you bastard!" Robert's rage finally boiled over.
"Robert, please!" Alistair had his hands up in front of him.
"Geez, you're sick. You call ruining three lives a mistake!" Robert growled.
"I need you and Benjamin back in my life, please."
"You might need us, but we don't need you, Father. More importantly, we don't want you in our lives. You have shown me you haven't changed. You are still scheming against my family. Please stop trying to control me, and move on. We are out of your life and you are out of ours."
Robert walked to the front door and opened it.
"Have a good life, father..." Robert began closing the door, "And Merry Christmas. Maybe, one day, you'll truly regret what you have done to us. That day, I might consider forgiving you. But that day is not today."
"Please, Robert. At least, let me see Benjamin from time to time," Alistair begged.
"Don't worry, Father, send me your new address and I'll mail you a photo of your grandson every year."
EPILOGUE: One year later
Robert closed his office and went back home through the enchanting Main Square filled with Christmas decorations of every kind. Christmas in Middletown was something magical and he loved to be part of it.
His wife was waiting for him.
His wife.
Robert hadn't realized how much he missed Janice until they moved in together.
He gave Janice everything.
His heart.
His body.
His soul.
His life.
Their time had finally come.
He had always thought of Janice as his wife. He couldn't remember a time when he didn't feel married to her.
It explained why he could never build a lasting relationship with another woman.
He walked home whistling happily all the way. He greeted some neighbors on his way back. Fifteen minutes later, he got home.
No traffic jams. No stress. A bit of exercise, breathtaking views, and human contact.
He hurried to the porch and let himself in the front door. The smell of dinner welcomed him.
Janice ran to him and Robert swung her around, both of them intoxicated by the knowledge they'd never be alone again.
His mouth covered hers and the world wheeled away.
"I love you, Jan. I've always loved you."
She crushed him closer. "I've always loved you, too," she said in a shaking voice.
"I've missed you so terribly, Bobby. It was the memory of the love we shared that held me together during my darkest hours."
"We're back where we belong now. From here on out, we'll share everything, because this is forever," he vowed. "You've grown up. I loved the girl you were, but I love the woman you are, even more."
"I felt lighter, happier, and in a good place for the first time in as long as I could remember."
The realization that they were together at last, really together, that nothing would ever keep them apart again, still hadn't sunk in.
Janice had her family and friends. She loved her children. Above all, she loved her husband. He was her lover, her friend, her rock.
Robert and Janice clung to each other lingering in the kiss.
"Hey, you two! Cut that out. An innocent kid is approaching," Benji warned them with a smile.
With her arms still looped around Robert's neck, Janice tore her mouth from her husband and turned to see Benji, standing in the living room wearing a broad smile.
Her cheeks burning in embarrassment, Janice felt like a teenager who'd been caught on the front porch making out with her boyfriend.
"We were just..."
"Kissing" Robert finished for her and slipped an arm around Janice's shoulders. "Don't tell me this innocent kid has never seen anyone kiss before."
Benji looked up at his father and beamed a smile.
"Of course, I have... on movies and TV shows mainly."
"The day will come," Robert warned his son, "when you'll be wanting to kiss a girl."
"Gross," Benji made a gagging sound. "I'd rather kiss a pig."
"You'd have to catch it first," Janice sassed, as she skipped across the room to tickle her son. They both laughed.
"Keep it down, you don't want to wake up, Thomas," Robert said shushing them.
Their darling, dark-haired, one-year-old baby, slept peacefully in his cradle. Benji watched his brother sleep.
"I love my little brother, but I'm hoping for a sister next time."
Robert and Janice chuckled at that.
Janice smothered her husband with kisses, not caring if Benji was watching them. "I'm living a dream. Don't wake me up."
What about the people of Middletown?
Well, they were wary. Janice didn't blame them, but she didn't let it take her happiness away.
Yes, Janice was finally a happy woman. Happiness radiated from her, surrounding everyone close to her.
"You found your light," Rain used to tell her sister with a smile as bright as the sun.
Of course, there was no magical quick fix. Only through real effort and a lot of hard work, she got to the place where she was meant to be.
Rain was Janice's biggest supporter. Both sisters were inseparable. Janice started participating in community affairs again, not just as a reporter, but as an active member. Both sisters were the heart and soul of every event.
No matter their past, people can change if they try hard and work on themselves.
It is never too late.
Janice Cooper is the living proof of that.
!!HAPPY HOLIDAYS!!
THE END
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++++
Hi, welcome back to Middletown!
If you want to check some background about the MC, she made her first appearance at "Wheels of Love". However, you can read this story as it is, and hopefully enjoy it.
CHAPTER 1
My phone pinged and I took a quick look at the screen. It was a message from my best friend in high school, Ray Clarke. He and his family had moved out of Middletown as soon as he graduated from high school. We sent each other yearly birthday and Christmas cards and texted from time to time, but we weren't in close contact after he left.
What would he want?
I was tempted to type something back, but texting on a date might be considered rude, even when my date was boring me to death and I was dying to go home.
I placed my phone back on the table, and did my best to focus on the guy in front of me. Not an easy task.
I had met this guy at the mall. He was obviously a tourist. I was bored, so I let him start making conversation. I learned that he was an architect and he was thinking about moving to a small town.
"How is it living in Middletown?" he asked me.
"Small towns are not for everyone. Most residents have lived here since they were born, and they're very, um... set in their ways, protective, and routine-oriented," I explained.
The guy just looked at me.
"Middletown is a quaint old place. It has kind of a weathered feel..." My voice trailed off. "We are surrounded by all the best Mother Nature has to offer. It's a very small town, quiet, and peaceful. People ride their bikes around in the summer. On warm nights, they sit out on the front porch and watch the sun begin its nightly symphony of painting the sky in vivid shades of orange, red, and violet. Anyway, this is how it feels living here."
Then, he had said he would like to ask me out, but he said he was too shy. I thought it was a cute way of asking-slash-not asking me out. I know how some guys feel about that stuff, so I helped him ask me out and we went on a date.
So, here I was. Worst date ever.
He went from cute to having issues in no time. Everything he had said about himself was negative, like "I know I'm not really at your level;" "you're probably used to dating better-looking guys;" or "my life is not really that interesting."
"So, you're a Leo?" he said.
I shrugged, "So I was told."
"I'm a Libra."
I had no idea what that said about him or me. Astrology had never been my thing. I did my best to avoid yawning.
"How many siblings do you have?" he insisted.
"Still just the one I told you about."
I was not trying to be a bitch, but he made it difficult when it was clear he didn't pay attention to a single thing I said.
Here he was this handsome guy, and all he could do was tell me what a loser he was, while putting away drink after drink and getting more and more depressed.
Needless to say, it was a big turnoff. No one wants to date a conceited ass, but who wants to date a person that thinks so little of himself?
So, I started asking him questions, but he was as interesting as a wet noodle. Which I suppose, to some, could be thrilling, but not to me.
I yawned a few times and said I was tired.
He wanted to walk me home, but I firmly told him I was fine. I ended our date early with a handshake.
It was not easy to find your better half in Middletown. It's true that in a small town, there is a greater sense of community and the potential for more close-knit relationships, but it also offers a limited supply of dating material.
My name is Kara Grant, by the way. I had lived in Middletown all my life and I have no plans to leave. I'm happy here.
I have a degree in business administration, and I work with the local contractor, Percy Wittmore. I am a multitasking worker, kind of a wild card.
In my line of work, I'm surrounded mostly by men. In my first weeks, some of the single guys flirted with me, or tried to get into my panties, but I put them in their place. Growing up, I loved playing baseball. I used to carry with me a pink baseball bat, and sooner than later, everyone knew I was not afraid of using it. To be honest, I hadn't had to hit someone since I was eleven. But the stories of how I hit a bully in the stomach with it stuck around.
Once my friends and co-workers understood I was not one to mess with, we got along well. I like to hang with them and go for a few beers after work. After that, I was regarded as 'one of the guys', whatever that meant.
I am outspoken and opinionated; don't like to wear makeup or stereotypically feminine attire (which is generally not appropriate for construction sites). Some people say that I'm a tomboy, but I can get really girly if the right guy comes along. I love to shop. I love to eat, too.
My parents and my older sister Jenny live in Middletown too. She was involved in a horrible car crash on prom night. The driver was drunk, hit a curve too fast, and crashed against a tree. Jenny woke up in the hospital bed unable to feel her legs. The doctors said that she was going to be in a wheelchair for the rest of her life.
Knowing my sister was never going to walk again was hard for everyone in my family. When Jenny finally left the hospital, she looked drawn and gray, as if the accident had sucked out half her soul.
My parents are wonderful people, but they are extremely overprotective. That was the last thing my sister needed.
I had to be strong for Jenny. I couldn't allow myself to become broken. Being my sister's rock as she went through the most terrifying rollercoaster of her life, took everything out of me.
My best friend Ray was there for me the whole time. He was the one I could always count on for anything. He was the only one I let my guard down with. When I became anxious, Ray would give calm reassurance that things were going to be okay. He was the one that kept me from falling apart. He let me cry on his shoulder when I couldn't hold the tears anymore.
Ray never asked for anything in return.
One day, I realized I was in love with him. Ray was a man, who genuinely liked me for something, other than getting in my panties. And it made me feel terrifyingly good to be around him.
I never had any reason to believe Ray felt the same way. He never pushed me to be more than friends. So I let things be the way they were.
I never got to confess my feelings to him. I wouldn't have been able to pursue a relationship with him anyway. I was too busy taking care of my sister.
As soon as we finished high school, his family left Middletown for good. His father had gotten a job with a big company. Sadly, many residents leave our town in search of better employment opportunities.
I knew losing my best friend would be hard, but I didn't realize just how difficult it would be.
I focused on helping my sister and did my best to forget Ray.
I did some crazy stuff, dated some guys in college, but nothing serious, because I couldn't get Ray out of my mind.
CHAPTER 2
On the way back home, I finally got to read the text from Ray. It was a simple, "Hey, Kara, may I call you?"
I called him back immediately.
"Hi, Ray! It has been years since I heard your voice. I thought you had forgotten me. To what do I owe the pleasure of your call?" I greeted him.
"Hey, Supergirl, since when did you become so formal?" he asked.
Ray always thought my parents were nerds, who had named me after Supergirl's Kryptonian name, Kara Zor-El. The truth was, my parents, had named me Cara, an Italian name that means 'beloved'. When I was a teen, I started spelling it with a 'K' to make it more interesting.
"I'm a big girl now, Ray. I became a responsible member of our community."
"It's about time." He was trying to joke, but his voice sounded low and husky.
"How are your parents?"
I heard Ray sigh on the other side of the line.
"They are good. They decided to go on a hundred-days cruise for their anniversary. So, I'm thinking about going back to Middletown and spending time with you and your family. It's been ages since we had a proper talk."
"That would be great. You know you're always welcome." I was surprised by the news, but happy.
"Can you get me someplace cheap to rent?"
"You won't be able to find a place to rent. Everything is booked in advance. It's tourist season. How long are you planning to stay?"
"Not sure. Two months or so. Probably more."
I frowned at his words. "You don't have to work or something?" I tried to make my voice sound light.
There was a long pause on the other side of the line.
"It's complicated, Kara. I prefer to explain things to you in person." Ray's voice was now very serious.
"Okay. Listen, you can stay at my place if you don't mind the gossip. You know a guy and a girl living together under the same roof. People will talk."
"You're not living with your sister anymore?" he asked.
"Nope. Jenny got married and I moved out to my own place to give the happy couple some privacy. The wedding was a small event, otherwise, they would have invited you."
"That's great news! I'm happy for Jenny. She deserves all the happiness in the world. Don't worry about the invitation, I understand. I'll make sure to bring a present for them."
"Liam, that's her husband's name, is a great guy. He makes Jenny happy. After all my sister went through, I'm happy she found someone who loves her, as she deserves to be loved."
"I couldn't agree more. What about you, Kara? Are you dating someone?"
I heaved out a breath. "Nope. Still single. I have no desire to get married yet."
"Unless it's you, you clueless fool."
"Even if it got your mother off your back?"
I laughed out loud. Ray knew my mother too well.
"The idea has merit, but I'm looking for Mr. Perfect and I won't settle down for Mr. Good Enough."
"Fair enough. Maybe I could stay with your parents. For what you told me they have two empty rooms."
"No way! You'll be the one having my mother on your back then. I refuse to submit you to such a fate." My laughter cracked in the empty streets. "You'll stay with me at my place. End of discussion."
"The last thing I want to do is ruin your reputation, Kara," he insisted.
When in doubt, I always asked myself, 'what would my mother do?' and then I'd do the opposite. The system had worked well for me in the past.
"You know me; I don't care about what people might say."
"I do know you."
"Okay, it's settled then. Text me when with the flight info and I'll pick you up at the airport."
"I'll do. It was great talking with you again, Kara. I missed you. Don't worry, your virtue will be safe with me."
"I'm not worried, but I'll keep my pink bat close, just in case," I joked.
Ray laughed, a hollow sound. Or so it seemed to me.
"Do you still carry that thing around?"
"Yep. A girl needs protection in times like these."
He laughed again. A genuine laugh this time.
"True that. Well, take care, Kara. See you soon."
"You too, Ray. Looking forward to it."
As soon as I opened the door of my place, I knew something was wrong. My mother was waiting for me in the living room.
Why on Earth did I give my mother a spare key?
I went straight to the fridge, got a Dr. Pepper soda, and tipped it to my lips, taking a long sip to disguise the urge to laugh at the serious expression of my mom. It wasn't that I'd never seen my mother looking disgruntled before. God knows I had.
Then, I settled down on my couch, sitting across from her. "What is this, Mom? It's a bit early for your monthly intervention."
"No, it's not an intervention," Mom said, picking an invisible lint from her dress. "But if you keep putting off the conversation about settling down, I might have to stage one."
Once a month, my mother felt the need to remind me that I was still single and I wasn't giving her any grandchildren.
"If you want grandchildren you're barking up the wrong tree, Mom. You should be bugging Jenny, not me. She's the married one."
I smiled at her, trying to lighten the mood.
"I do want grandchildren," my mother agreed, "but what I want even more is to see you sharing your life with the person you love; I want to see your life being enriched and made complete by the same kind of love your father and I share. I want for you what every mother wants for her child," she told me fiercely, her eyes darkening with maternal protection and love. "I want you to be happy."
I wedged the can between my thighs. "I'm happy, Mom. I already told you that. I have a great job, very special friends, and I live in the most beautiful town surrounded by nature. I don't need a man to be happy."
"I know you don't need a man to be happy, but it sure is nice if one's around."
I rolled my eyes. "Well, maybe if some wonderful guy drops in from another planet, I'll ask him if he wants to be my life mate."
My mother shook her head. "You never take anything seriously. Can't you just have a serious conversation with me? Do you always have to make a joke out of everything?"
"You're serious enough for the both of us, Mom."
"I could ask your brother-in-law to bring a friend for you. So you won't be dateless for the Apple Harvesting Festival."
"Pass."
"Oh God, you're so infuriating, Kara. Why?"
"Because I refuse to be fixed up again. Remember what happened the last time."
My mother grimaced.
"You and that darn baseball bat... That poor man was so scared—"
"He grabbed my butt," I interrupted, and kept talking before my mother started a rant about my blind-date bad manners. "So I pointed at his balls with the bat and told him to back off. I wasn't going to hit him. Besides, I won't be alone. Ray is coming to Middletown to spend some time with us."
My words closed her mouth.
"Oh! That's wonderful news," her eyes were now sparkling with the happy news. "Is he single?"
I rolled my eyes again. "I'm not sure. He was dating a girl. They were serious. He is coming alone."
I could see the gears working in my mother's mind. "Maybe they broke up."
I took a sip, and shrugged. That would explain why he sounded so sad.
"Are Ray's parents coming, too?"
"No. They are on a cruise. He's on his own."
Then, she asked, "Where is Ray going to stay?"
"I offered him to stay here with me," I said, very slowly, pointing each word with emphasis. And waited for what was going to come.
"What? Kara, are you trying to give me a heart attack?" Mom barked. The tips of her ears were red. "It's bad enough that you work surrounded by men and now this! Do you have any idea what people are going to think of you?"
I shrugged. "I have a pretty good idea. People in Middletown always talk. They always think things, and have an opinion. So if this is inevitable, why would I let this be the reason I'm not doing the right thing? Ray is not the Big Bad Wolf and I'm not Little Red Riding Hood. He is my best friend. He is staying here. With me. It's already decided."
"You must really hate me."
I decided to cut to the quick. "Not everything is about you, Mother."
"Don't say 'mother' that way."
"What way?"
"Like it should be censored for television."
I took a deep breath, and decided to get our conversation back on track.
"Look, I hate having to say this to you. Feels like overkill but... I'm and adult, my sex life is my own business," I said, looking straight into her eyes. "I'm not saying I'm going to sleep with Ray, but if I would, it would be MY business, and no one else's."
My mother wasn't amused.
When the silence extended without Mom saying anything, I sighed.
"It was a joke. Mainly. Nothing is going to happen with Ray, Mom. He is my best friend. Just a friend."
That seemed to appease her.
"I always thought you two were an item in high school."
"You were not the only one, but there wasn't anything romantic going on between us."
After a moment of silence, my mother capitulated. "All right, I still don't like it, but you're right, you're a grown-up girl now. This is the last time I'll bring it up."
"Are you sure? I can pencil you in for next week—"
"Don't be a smarty pants, Kara. It doesn't suit you," Mom grunted and took her leave.
As soon as the door closed behind her, I heaved a sigh of relief.
"Well. Thank God this is over," I said to myself.
I turned and looked at the guest room's door.
Ray'd be staying there. With me.
The idea that Ray was going to sleep there got me excited in a way that I hadn't been in ages.
Muffling a sigh, I went to my room, took off my shoes, lay down on my bed, and closed my eyes, wishing Ray were already here.
CHAPTER 3
Three days after our talk, Ray texted me with the details of his arrival.
I walked into the airport and scanned the baggage claim area to see if Ray had arrived yet. Several people stood watching luggage tumble onto the conveyor.
I looked across the sea of people trying to keep my mind off the fact that Ray'd be spending the next months with me. Then, I spotted him. He still looked the same. His hair was pinned up with a few loose curls hanging down. He was wearing a navy T-shirt and a pair of faded jeans with tennis shoes.
Maybe it was me, but he had a dark cloud hanging over him. There were shadows under his eyes and his skin was a bit pale.
I waved a hand in the air until I caught his attention.
"Ray! Over here!"
Something strange crossed his face, and I couldn't read what it was. He crossed the airport to greet me. The closer he got, the harder my stomach twisted.
"Hey there, Supergirl," Ray said, with a smile. But the smile didn't bring any light to his eyes. He was carrying a black bag onto his shoulder. I reached to take it from him out of habit, but he gently pulled away.
"Thanks, it's okay. I've got it."
We walked toward the exit. "How was your flight?"
"It was good. I was tired, so I slept for most of the flight."
"How has the weather been in Boston?"
"It has been pretty cold. It really seems much colder here than I anticipated." There was something about Ray that just seemed... absent.
I definitely had to talk with my friend and ask him what was going on.
"My car is parked not far away," I said, taking his arm.
Ray gave me a nod in acknowledgment and walked with me, his mouth a thin line. We got into the car and drove back to Middletown.
"So, how come you're coming alone, Ray? Last time we talked you were in a very steady relationship with a rich chick... Annie?"
"Amy. I even bought her a diamond ring and she said yes," Ray said, in a very sad voice.
"What went wrong?"
Ray swallowed and took his time preparing his next words.
"Amy clearly didn't care about the commitment. I found out she had been cheating on me for the entire duration of our relationship with some of my co-workers and others."
Whoa, no wonder he looked so gloomy. "Even while you were engaged?"
"Yep."
"How did you find out?"
"Whenever we were together, Amy was constantly getting texts. When I asked her who was texting her, she didn't tell me. I knew in my gut something was up. One day, my phone pinged with a text. So I picked it up. I honestly thought it was mine, we had the same phone."
Ray closed his eyes and slumped back against his seat. His face was a mask of pain.
"It was a photo of Amy deepthroating a guy. At first, I was stunned; I just stood there and looked at the photo, unable to react. Then, the anger started to build and I began checking her gallery and messages." Ray paused, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath trying to calm down. "It was worse than I expected. She had been sleeping around throughout our relationship. It wasn't just a guy, but lots of them. Most of them from her father's company. My workplace. It was like being hit by a truck. One moment I was well and happy, and the next I felt like dying."



Tears started to fall from his eyes. I squeezed his hand and gave Ray a sympathetic smile.
"You don't have to talk about this, Ray. I shouldn't have asked."
"It's okay, Kara. Now that I've started, it actually feels good to be talking about this. I'd been bottling it up for too long."
"Okay. So what did you do about her cheating?"
"I confronted Amy about it and she didn't deny it. She actually got angry with me for invading her privacy. She didn't apologize or make excuses, either. She was under some kind of narcissistic delusion that what she was doing was none of my business. That was the first time I saw her for what she truly was: a self-centered, spoiled brat. I guess those who said love is blind were right, huh?"
My eyes widened, "Ouch! That bitch! If she were here I'd rip her new one."
Ray's lips curved into a small smile. "I wouldn't expect less from the girl with the pink bat."
"Listen, Ray, you were not stupid. We are always blind to the ones we love and trust. She took advantage of it."
"I guess," he said with a shrug.
"What did you do next?"
"I asked her the ring back, told her that our relationship was over. She didn't believe I was serious. She said that no one walked away from her, and said I'd come back crawling to her. Talking about delusional, huh?"
"Oh, wow. She sounds like one crazy bitch."
"Yep, pretty much. She was still yelling when I packed my things and moved out of her apartment. I went to a hotel, and stopped by a local clinic to get tested for STDs. I was relieved to learn that miraculously, I was clean. The next day, I talked with her father and told him everything. I even gave him the names of the men I recognized in the pictures."
"Did her father believe you?"
"At first, he was in denial, but when I started giving him details of what I saw and read in Amy's phone, he reluctantly admitted he had heard rumors, but had turned a blind eye to his daughter's behavior."
Ray let out a long painful sigh.
"It can't be easy to discover that your daughter is a slut," I said.
"Nope. He was a good man, but he had spoiled Amy rotten. Of course, I had no option but to quit my job. I'm sure I was the laughing stock amongst the staff." Ray's face was a grimace of pain. "Three years of my life down the drain. I was dating a nymphomaniac and I didn't know it."
"You lost your fiancée, your future, and your job at the same time. I'm so sorry this happened to you, Ray," I said, sympathetically. "You deserve better than her. Looking at it on the bright side, it was a good thing you discovered she was a slut before getting married."
"I guess you're right."
I momentarily took one hand off the steering wheel to squeeze his arm.
"So, that's my sorry story, Kara. Thanks for listening," he finally said. His voice sounded void of life.
"Hey, you were there for me any time I needed you. That's what friends are for."
"That's true. You were always a true friend to me."
"And you to me, Ray. When did it happen?"
"Three months ago."
"Ray! You should have called me!" I said, a hint of reproach in my tone.
He shrugged."I wasn't in the mood to talk with anyone, Kara. I took a break from all my social media accounts and I changed my phone number and email. I felt like an idiot from getting cheated on. Not only did I feel emasculated and less manly, but I also felt like the stupidest person in the world that I hadn't noticed what she was doing behind my back."
Ray buried his face in his hands.
"How many times did I kiss her mouth after she came to our apartment from sucking someone's cock? How many times did I get sloppy seconds?" These last words had a bitter tone.
There was silence in the car, except for the sound of Ray's rapid breathing, his face red.
"Sorry, you went through that," I finally said, squeezing his arm. "It's a shitty situation, but it wasn't your fault. It was hers. You did nothing wrong."
Ray glanced over, and I wondered how anyone could look so miserable.
"How come your parents are on a cruise and not with you?"
Ray gave a slight shake of the head. "Well... They know Amy and I broke up, and I had to quit my job, but I saved them from the gory details. I think I told you they are celebrating their anniversary."
"Yes, you told me."
"I didn't want to ruin things for them."
I thought Ray should have told his parents the whole truth, but he was like this: always putting others first.
"So, what have you been doing?"
"I was emotionally drained. I couldn't sleep. I had nightmares almost every night. I had lost my hunger. So I talked with a psychiatrist. He said I was extremely depressed and gave me some pills to alleviate the problem."
"Did he help you?"
"A little bit. At least, he pulled me out of depression. I was tired of feeling down. We talked a lot about why Amy was like that. He explained to me that she seemed to suffer from a narcissist disorder. That's how he called it. Overprotective and overindulging parenting could contribute to that. People like Amy don't feel loss when you end the relationship, only anger that you dared to object to being mistreated."
"In other words, she was a psycho bitch."
"Pretty much."
"I'm sorry she hurt you, Ray. You didn't deserve any of what she did. You're better off without her."
He sucked in a harsh breath.
"I've been doing temporary jobs, but I still don't know what I want to do with my life."
I smiled at him. "I'm still struggling with the same question. Growing up is a bitch."
"How do you handle it?"
"I just live, Ray. I go through it a day at a time."
Ray gave a short nod. "I'm sorry, Kara. I've been doing much of the talking and not enough listening. You're the first person I had told about all this, besides the psychiatrist, of course."
"I'm happy you did. You needed to get this off your chest. Do you feel a bit better?"
"Yes, a little bit. Oh, we are already in Middletown! I truly missed being here. So many good memories."
I slowed down and parked the car in front of my place.
"Home sweet home," I said.
Ray got his bag from the trunk and we walked together to the front door.
I was painfully aware of my nosy neighbors watching me escort Ray toward my place.
"Thanks for letting me stay at your place, Kara," Ray said, smiling down at me.
"No problem. You were there for me when I needed you most, Ray. You were my comfort and my rock when Jenny had the accident. You comforted me when we knew she was never going to walk again. When I was scared, you made me feel safe. When I was alone, you kept me company. You offered me advice and squeezed my hand through pain and sorrow. I lost count of all the times you stayed with me when I was at the bottom of the heap. I'll never forget that."
"I'm good at being supportive. You know? Giving advice and doling out helpful suggestions. When it comes to my own stuff, though... not so much." Ray gave a dazed chuckle.
Ray was one of a kind. He was baring his soul to me. Telling me about his insecurities. Not trying to play the macho man. He opened up to me in a way that no one else ever had. He wasn't afraid to show me the deep scars of his experience with his slutty ex. I felt nothing but admiration for him.
I hugged him tightly, and said, "Thank you for trusting in me, Ray. It means the world to me."
He hugged me back briefly, and then I let him go.
"So... This is home," I said, opening my place's door, and tipping my head to indicate Ray could enter.
The first man I'd ever brought to my house.
Ray set down his bag by the kitchen table. I searched his face for some indication of how he felt about the small house.
"I know this will sound strange," Ray said, smiling hesitantly, "but do you have any ice cream?"
I smiled at him. "Always."
"Chocolate and vanilla?"
"You know it. I picked it out at the market yesterday. Best of both worlds, right?"
Ray and I used to eat a whole bowl of ice cream when I was feeling down.
I moved to the freezer and took out a pot of ice cream. I took two spoons out of the drawer and stabbed them into the top.
Over the next hour or so, we got caught up. It felt like the old times.
"You've got that look on your face again, Ray, so, spit it out, what is it?" I asked, pointing at him with my spoon.
Ray gave the briefest of head shakes. "It's nothing, Kara. I've already dumped a lot on you."
"It's me, Ray. Talk."
I ate a spoonful, inviting him to keep talking with my spoon.
"I'm stagnating and feel my life is going nowhere."
"Understandable after what you went through with your horrible bitch of an ex."
"I'm lost, Kara. Completely lost. I had a job, people I called friend, a fiancée, and I was building a future. Amy just... nuked everything around me. I need reevaluate my life choices and goals. I've been living day by day. Going round in circles. I have no idea what to do with my life. That's the reason why I came to Middletown," he said. "It was the last place where I was happy. Truly happy."
I gave Ray an encouraging smile.
"You'll welcome to stay as long as you need," I said, clearing the rust from my voice, and squeezing his hand. "You're such a great guy, and you deserve to know what it means to have a happy, lasting relationship. I'm not just saying this because you're my friend. I think you're a great catch."
Ray couldn't help but blush
"The right woman is just waiting for you to find her."
His lips spread into a shy smile. "Thanks, I needed to hear that," he said, digging back into the ice cream.
It was obvious that Ray wasn't swimming in self-esteem. He needed a boost to his ego.
It bothered me more than I could describe to watch Ray's feelings bleed out. The fact that I cared about him was even more disheartening.
CHAPTER 4
I showed Ray the guest room and told him to make himself at home.
"Take whatever time you need to freshen up and get settled. There are towels in the closet. I'll be doing some work in the living room. Don't hesitate to holler if you need anything."
"Thanks, Kara. For everything."
I dug my hand into my pocket and withdrew a key. "Here's a key to the place."
He smiled at me. "I'm officially your guest."
I went back to the living room and worked on a budget for a home-renovation project.
When I finished, I thought Ray had had enough time to freshen up and unpack his clothes.
I knocked on his door. "Ray, I thought about having dinner at the local restaurant. Why don't you come along? Keep me company."
He shook his head. "I'm not hungry."
He looked pretty thin. He'd always been a slim man, but now he looked... hollow. He was definitely leaner than when I'd last seen him.
I wondered when was the last time he had a proper meal.
"When you taste Tony's pasta, you will get hungry," I assured him jokingly. "He is the best chef in the state and he became one of my best friends after you left town."
I hooked my arm through his and started walking us toward the front door.
He could've been rude and pull away. But, he followed.
"Don't matter none if you're not hungry," I said. "You just sit there. I'll eat enough for the both of us. I hate eating by myself." I grinned at him. "I won't even make you talk if you don't want to. I've been known to carry on a whole conversation by myself. So you don't have to worry about a thing. Just having you around will do me well enough."
"It's been a long day," Ray said, as I stopped to open the door. A last attempt for escape. "I'd like some rest." He unhooked her arm from mine.
I knew it was an excuse. I wouldn't let him wallow in his misery.
I grinned up at him, my eyes hopeful and encouraging. "You can sleep the whole day tomorrow if you like," I told him. Then I gave him a serious, probing look. "Just don't make me eat alone, Ray."
I was sure he knew exactly what it was like to eat alone every night.
"Okay," he relented. "Let me get a jacket."
The night was cloudy, the wind was soft. We walked side by side in the cold evening. I was close enough to him to smell his scent. A wave of memories assailed me as my nostrils filled with his scent. He smelled exactly as I remembered. It was so startling; I didn't even register when he hooked his arm with mine again.
As the nostalgia hit, I remembered distinctly what it'd been like to go through high school together. I recalled the sharp feeling of excitement I had experienced when I realized I was in love with him. How I'd lay awake at night, hugging my pillow, imagining it was Ray.
Every once in a while, I glanced over at Ray only to be met with his eyes focusing ahead.
We carried on walking in the deafening silence.
"There's the restaurant," I said, pointing across the square.
"Oh, good," Ray said, following me as I made my way toward a crosswalk. "The Jammed," he said, reading the big sign in the front of the restaurant, "I can relate to the name."
"It's owned by Red Harding and Tony Marino, the chef I told you before. The restaurant brought new life to our town."
"Red Harding? I remember him from high school. He was a farm boy, he and Kat were inseparable."
"They are married now," I said.
"Oh, I'm happy for them."
Ray moved aside to let me precede him. It felt funny, being the recipient of his chivalry. He'd opened the front door for me already, and then he was letting the lady go first. It was disconcerting and boldly reminded me how male he was.
The hostess smiled at our approach.
"Good evening, Kara. Is it the two of you tonight?" she asked, already grabbing a pair of menus.
"Yes, Kat. Thank you. Remember Ray Clarke?"
Her forehead folded in a frown. And then, her eyes shone with recognition.
"Of course, welcome back to Middletown, Ray. You two were joined at the hip back then. I hope you enjoy your stay in our town."
"Thank you," he said. "I'm sure I will."
When we were seated near the dance floor, I plopped down in my seat before Ray could do something crazy, like hold out my chair for me.
I watched some couples dancing. I could imagine myself in his arms, pressed against him. Ray was also watching the dancers with a pained expression on his face. Suddenly, he shivered and glanced away. I couldn't help but wonder if his thoughts veered toward his cheating ex.
I was half tempted to stand, shouting for the music to stop, so he wouldn't be assaulted with any bittersweet memories. Just then, the waitress appeared at my side. "Ready to order?" she asked.
"Yeah," I said. "I like medium-rare steak, a bottle of red wine, and a heaping pile of onion rings."
Ray looked at me in surprise.
"What? I have a healthy appetite. Did you expect me to order a salad?"
After I put in my order, the waitress glanced toward Ray. He shook his head.
"You want something to drink, Ray? I'll pay since I dragged you out here," I said.
He glanced at the waitress.
"I'll take a glass of water."
I rolled my eyes. "He'll drink wine, too."
He didn't say anything to contradict me, so the waitress moved away with a nod.
The waitress brought our wine and poured two glasses. I drank half of mine in one great swallow.
Ray surprised me when he said, "I'd like to try the pasta."
"You won't regret it," I said. The waitress wrote down Ray's order and left.
He silently reached out to catch a trail of condensation dripping off the side of his bottle. How he could make the move look as sensual as it did, I'd never know. But, Gosh, I wanted to experience the feel of those long fingers trailing down my skin that way.
I shook my head. What was wrong with me? My friend had lost his fiancée and his job. There had to be a gaping hole right smack through the middle of him. I was pretty sure sex was the last thing on his mind.
I found myself watching his gaze move around the room, studying the different tables and different people. I could see his mind work, but couldn't even guess what thoughts emerged from his detailed inspection. I found myself resting my chin on my hand and my elbow on the table to watch him scrutinize his surroundings.
He was in dire need of a haircut, but I liked the shaggy look he had going. He was incredibly gorgeous... in a sad, depressed sort of way.
Our food came and I tucked into my meal, cutting the beef into bite-sized pieces and drinking a new glass of wine to wash it down.
I left Ray alone. He looked like he wanted solitude. I was already torturing him enough by hauling him out with me.
However, I couldn't keep my eyes off him. He quietly poured himself a new glass of wine, chugging down three big sips.
I pointed my steak knife at his plate and, with my cheek full of meat, asked, "How's your pasta?"
"You were right. It's the best pasta I've ever tasted."
I winked at him, and said, "Told you."
We'd downed the entire bottle of wine by the time we swallowed our last bite. Feeling relaxed and loose around the tongue, I grinned at Ray and sat back in my seat, patting my flat belly.
"Let me ask you something, Ray. If it's too personal, just tell me to shove off. Okay?"
Ray looked at me warily. "Okay."
"Have you gone without sex since you broke up with Amy?"
As soon as the words left my mouth, I knew they were a mistake.
Ray shook his head. His jaw hardened and his nostrils flared. He jerked his gaze away, and I watched his throat work while he swallowed.
"When you say personal you go straight to the jugular."
"Oh...my...God," I whispered, stunned for a moment. "I'm sorry, I'm backing off. I've overstepped my bounds."
"You want to know about my sex life? Well... The thing is... I can't..." he said in a whisper, looking down, almost to himself.
"You can't...?" I repeated, in a puzzled hush.
"Since I knew Amy cheated on me," Ray replied with a red face.
Then, it dawned on me. "Oh, you can't...?" I lifted my index finger.
Ray made a sound that wasn't quite an incredulous laugh and not quite a sob. "I can't believe I'm telling you this."
His face was red. He pushed his chair back and stood up.
I swallowed as he glared down at me. I wanted to apologize, but I was too ashamed to even speak. Lowering my face, I listened to him snort out a scathing mutter before he strode off.
"Everything okay?" the waitress asked, appearing at my side.
"Yeah," I mumbled. "He's not feeling well."
I rose to my feet and pulled enough money from my wallet to more than cover the bill. Glancing over, I watched Ray stride from the restaurant and gritted my teeth.
Damn it! Me and my big mouth!
CHAPTER 5
Ray had already crossed the town square when I came out of the restaurant.
It had started to rain, and a drizzle coated my face. Pushing my drooping bangs out of my eyes, I dashed after him, streaking across the square and jaywalking to catch him before he made it to his room. When I finally caught up with him I was soaked. The miserable shower had drenched him too, but he marched determinedly along the empty streets.
Never one to bother with propriety, I cupped my hands around my mouth and yelled, "Ray, Stop!"
He didn't break stride, pause, or give any indication he'd heard me. I knew he had, mainly because I saw some faces peeking out of the windows of their homes.
I ignored the nosy neighbors and raced after Ray. I hollered, "Wait for me, please!"
I was only able to catch up with him when he stopped at the entrance of my place.
"I'm sorry," I said breathlessly.
I put the key in the lock and opened the door. Then I looked into his eyes waiting for him to enter.
He continued to stare at the open door, but his jaw worked furiously, tightening and loosening, tightening back into a knot and then loosening again.
"I'm truly sorry," I repeated. "I didn't mean to be nosy. I shouldn't have asked that. I was out of place."



"I just want to be left alone."
He walked into my place and I followed him.
"You have no idea the kind of pain I felt. You've no idea what it's like to lay in your bed night after night wondering how I could be so stupid."
I gulped and took a step towards him. "You're right, I don't. I want to help you, Ray."
"I can't stop thinking about all the men she was with... All the things she did with them," Ray dropped his gaze. "I feel so humiliated... Men I called friends had been fucking her and laughing at me behind my back. How could Amy do that to me? How could she rip the heart out of my chest and not care? She made a fool out of me! I truly thought she loved me, almost as much as I loved her! I was a blind idiot!"
There was agony on Ray's face. Drops of water were falling from his hair.
"Ray, no..." My heart ached for my friend whose confidence and emotions had been shredded.
He headed to the guest room. I took off my soaked sweater and followed him.
"I can't leave you like this. I can't let you wallow in your misery."
He whirled toward me so quickly that I jerked an intimidated step back. From between clenched teeth, he hissed, "I'll live my life however I damn well please."
When I sucked in a breath, he blinked like he'd just realized I was cowering. Letting out a low growl, he reeled away and raked a shaky hand through his hair.
"Why can't everyone just leave me alone?" he whispered.
I could tell his control was splintering. I fully believed it'd be healthy for him to lose it. For once in his life, he needed to let out some of the pressure. He needed to alleviate the pain that had been brewing inside him since the moment his fiancée cheated on him.
"It's probably because you bring it on yourself," I said, trying a new approach. I was aware it could go wrong, but I had tried it with my sister when she started feeling sorry for herself.
He glanced at me. "Excuse me?"
I rolled my eyes. "Oh, come off it, Ray. If you really want everyone to stop people feeling so sorry for you and treating you like some kind of wounded animal, then you should stop acting like one."
Shock filtered across his cheekbones with a red tinge. His mouth fell open. "What? I do not—"
His gaze landed on my wet shirt clinging to my breasts, and the words died in his throat.
I looked down and realized I wasn't wearing a bra.
Looking taken aback by the fact I was nipping, he gaped at me with slack-jawed shock. On pure impulse, I pulled my shoulders back a fraction, pushing my chest forward. For the briefest of moments, his lashes lowered, and he sucked in a quiet breath through his teeth. Then he tore his eyes away, muttering a curse.
I'd just gotten an emotional response from him. Ray had looked at me with sexual awareness. Thinking this might be good for him, I planned my next move.
"I do not ask for anyone's sympathy. The last thing in the world I want is for everyone to treat me like some kind of—"
Ignoring his tirade, I rose onto my toes and stamped my mouth against his, moving so fast, that I gave him no time to back off or evade me before our lips were firmly sealed together.
I pressed closer until the front of my soaked shirt clung to his. Then, lifting my hand, I touched the side of his neck.
Ray buried his hands deep in my hair and he took control of the situation. His mouth moved against mine, bruising and savage. When I opened for him, he plunged his tongue deep, letting out an agonized, hungry sound.
He grew hard against my stomach. I whimpered, envisioning the heated length of him buried deep inside me.
"Ray," I moaned. But his breathless name on my lips must've alerted him to reality because he yanked away.
We were both panting.
He couldn't meet my gaze. So I said, "Your thingy felt just fine a moment ago."
He didn't answer.
"You're still alive, Ray. You have to accept that."
His ragged breathing intensified, and his eyes dilated as they focused on my pouting nipples pushing against wet cloth.
The insides of my thighs grew damp and heavy between my legs.
Stepping toward him, I gently slid my hand around the back of his neck. He was taller than me and certainly stronger. If he wanted to escape, he could.
But he merely watched me warily as I drew his head down.
He closed his eyes and lowered his face to receive me. I eased my lips back to his.
This kiss was soft and loving. Thinking my point was proven, I moved back, giving him mercy. But his lips followed mine. My skin buzzed with awareness, and an almost painful tightening began in the bottom of my stomach. He cupped my face and drew me back, opening his mouth and demanding more.
I groaned and sank against him, deepening the contact. Feeling primal, I pushed my tongue into his mouth.
Ray pulled me closer and devoured me. His hands cupped my breasts and I shivered.
"Damn you, Kara," he managed to hiss against my mouth, only to use his tongue to invade and his hips to grind hard against mines.
He freed one nipple and rolled it between his thumb and index finger, making me moan.
Ray undid the top button of my damp jeans. I kicked off my boots and reached for his belt buckle.
I barely unzipped his trousers in the time it took him to shed my jeans and underwear in one mighty tug.
I dove my hands into the waistband of his underwear and cupped his ass before slipping them and his jeans down. As soon as they dropped to free his hard penis, he pushed me into bed, spread my knees, and buried himself deep, plunging all the way to my core.
"Oh, yes!" I cried.
We were doing it. Of all the times I'd dreamed of being with Ray, I'd never imagined this scene.
He rode me with deep, confident thrusts, only to pull nearly all the way out before surging back in. I clung to him, clawing his back, and fought to keep from coming too soon.
He didn't slow his pace -not that I wanted him to. He surged back, harder and faster, pushing us both to the brink.
The pace slowed to a drowsy tempo, neither rushing as we learned the contours and curves of our partner.
There was no humping or screwing or any kind of degrading term like that with Ray. Once he was in control of himself, he was all about gentle and soft. It was so damn precious I that mimicked his kindness, touching him tenderly, rubbing my fingers up his arms and over his elbows, investigating places I'd never gone on a man, simple places like his wrists and earlobes, but places that suddenly seemed incredibly sensual.
"This is how it feels to make love," I thought.
"Can I...?" he started to ask and then hesitated.
"Yes," I answered with no pause whatsoever.
Yes, he could do anything he wanted to me.
He lifted my leg, wrapping my thigh around his hip, and sunk himself inside me with an achingly slow plunge that had me gasping and bowing against him.
Slipping my hands ever-so softly over his back and gracefully lifting my hips to meet his thrusts.
His pace filled me with agonizing frustration. It didn't take long for me to crave the speed again. But he took his ever-loving time, like he relished discovering each inch of me with his mouth and hands, like each instance he moved within me, he needed to savor the feeling with concentrated deliberation.
I squeezed him tightly with my thighs, digging my heels into his ass and holding him deeper, urging him on and trying to coax him into cooperating and going faster.
"Hurry," I rasped.
He looked down at me with sweat beading his brow and his lips tight with focus. "I want it slow," was his steady command.
I was going to go insane if he didn't hurry. "I can't."
"You will," he said, and, damn it, I did.
I came slowly, feeling it methodically work its way up my toes and the insides of my thighs until it hit my G-spot. Then I came, and came, and came... and came.
Ray gasped and tensed. Picking up his pace and pounding into me, he released himself, joining my orgasm.
"Gosh," Ray growled, and bucked one last time, grabbing me hard as he joined the fireworks. "WOW!"
The silence that followed was deafening. I didn't think I was ever going to stop shuddering from the aftershocks, not even when he collapsed heavily on top of me, his limp deadweight making me wonder if he'd physically passed out.
We held each other close, like a pair of frightened children huddling in the dark and worrying about the scary monster coming for them.
And, damn, I did feel terrified out of my mind. Reality could be one mean bogeyman.
Well. I'd done it.
I closed my eyes and set a hand over my heart.
What was going to result from my wild, unplanned seduction?
I wouldn't blame him if he hated me. I had forced him, pushed him beyond his control. I felt terrible.
"Ray?" I whispered. "I'm sorry."
I put my arms around him and laid my cheek against his chest.
My voice broke. "I'm so sorry."
Ray didn't say anything. His chest was rhythmically moving up and down.
I wished I could read his mind.
I hurried to my room, stepped into the shower, turned on the water, and cleaned myself quickly.
Once I'd rinsed myself clean, I hurried out of the tub and slung a towel around my body.
I walked to the guest room and tried the doorknob, but it was locked.
Then, unable to help it, I burst into tears.
I was not Red Riding Hood; I was the Big Bad Wolf. And I might have ruined my friendship with Ray.
CHAPTER 6
The next morning, I woke up early. The memory of what had happened last night was still fresh in my mind.
I couldn't help but wish that I'd been more sensible the night before, instead of allowing my feelings, and a bit too much alcohol, to get the better of me.
It was a bright, sunny day. I dressed up and went straight to the kitchen. Unexpectedly, Ray was already there.
My hair was up in a ponytail. I was wearing a black tank top with blue jeans. It definitely didn't scream, 'Come and get me', but when I glanced up and saw Ray watching me, I felt as if I was wearing the slinkiest, hottest piece of lingerie on the planet. He wanted me. It was spelled out in his clear blue eyes, as his gaze slowly traveled down my body and meandered its way back up again.
He was staring at me like he wanted me for breakfast.
I took a deep breath and tried to keep it cool, though questions stirred inside me.
Did that hungry look mean he'd forgiven me? Was he mad at me? Could I hope things were okay between us?
When our gazes met, I could see the tired yet wary lines around his eyes and mouth.
"Coffee?" he asked.
I nodded in reply.
"I made eggs, bacon, and toast."
"Sounds great. Thank you. Are you okay?"
He nodded. "I'm fine. You?" He was trying to act as if nothing happened last night. But I could tell something wasn't right.
"I'm fine, too," I lied. I finished my coffee in one gulp. Then, I fished in my purse and got out my car keys.
"I have to go to work. I won't be back until the evening. Make yourself feel at home."
"Thank you," Ray just said.
The best thing I could do for him was leave him alone. I pivoted and strode away, still feeling crappy
We were definitely going to talk later.
+++
It only took me half an hour to show up at the construction site. Middletown was growing and my boss construction company had a lot of work building and renovating properties. I arrived earlier than usual. My job usually involved making budgets, dealing with suppliers, checking materials delivery, paying salaries, going to the local council to get permission to execute the plans, and so on.
Paul Olson pulled his truck alongside my car, his forearm hanging out the opened window. He was the one charged with the responsibility of supervising the crew of workers when Percy was busy with another worksite. He wasn't around a lot lately, because he expanding his business to other towns.
"Morning, Kara," Paul said solemnly, as he cut the engine and exited the truck. "I heard you have a guest."
I rolled my eyes.
"My friend from high school, Ray Clarke, is staying with me," I said. He probably knew anyway. "He's going to stay for a few months."
Paul came closer to me, lowered his voice, "People are talking, you know?"
"I'd be surprised if they didn't."
We both laughed at that.
"Just be careful, Kara, okay?"
I sighed. "Look, Paul, Ray is one of my best friends. You must remember him; we were always together in high school. He is not going to try anything with me."
"It was the other way around," I thought. I felt a pang of guilt.
"That's not what I'm worried about. I know you can take care of yourself," Paul said.
"Then what are you worried about?"
"People talk. Even the guys were making jokes about you and Ray."
I squinted my eyes.
"Don't worry. I put them in their places. I don't want you to be labeled as something you are not."
Paul was a good man. Fatherly type. He had two daughters, Sabrina and Maggie, the same as my father.
"There's not much I can do if people start telling tales about me, is there? I learned the hard way that no one can escape the assumptions people make about us."
Paul nodded slowly. He twisted his mouth, and admitted, "I suppose not."
"Ray is a great guy, and he's going through a difficult time. People can say all kinds of things about me. I don't care because talking never hurt me. I don't give a damn what the world says about me, but I won't turn my back on a friend."
"You're a great girl, Kara. I hope Ray appreciates what you're doing for him."
"He did the same for me a thousand times in the past."
"Okay. Now, let's get to work."
+++
That evening when I came home, Ray had already made dinner.
He acted as if nothing had happened. He was trying the whole evade-and-ignore remedy. So I did the identical thing back to him.
We had dinner and made small talk dancing around the elephant in the room.
Finally, once the dishes were clean, I couldn't take it anymore.
"Ray, we need to talk about what happened last night. We can't go pretending it didn't happen."
Ray sighed, "Okay, you're right. Can I go first?"
"Sure."
He sat down on one of the stools at the kitchen counter, and I did the same.
He took a moment to gather his thoughts, looked at me with a pained expression on his face, and said, "Kara, what happened last night was entirely my fault. I'm in a bad place, my ego has taken a beating and you helped me to feel better about myself. You made me realize I was still desirable. Still sexual."
I looked at him, puzzled.
"The funny thing is," he confessed, "I didn't feel guilty. Not during, anyway."
Ray shook his head and lowered his gaze, ashamed. "The guilt came afterward. I feel bad because you were trying to make me feel better and I acted like a—"
I placed a hand on his forearm. "Ray, I was the one who initiated it. I kissed you."
"Yes, but then I practically attacked you. I wasn't thinking at all. And that's not me. You know that's not me," Ray told me apologetically. "As soon as you touched me, my mind just shut down. I lost control of myself like I'd never lost control before. I just... I had to have you."
He cradled his head in his hands. "I'm sorry. I ruined everything. Please, don't be mad at me, it won't happen again."
"Mad at you? Are you kidding me?" I cried. "Ray, last night was..." I shook my head. "It was mind-blowing."
I made a gesture with my hands, as if my head had exploded.
Ray smiled slightly, not convinced.
"I could have said no, and I didn't, Ray. I was a willing participant and I enjoyed it as much as you did."
He was quiet for a moment. Then he asked me, "Why didn't you stop me?"
I decided to be honest.
"Because when we were in high school, I was in love with you."
He raised his head and looked at me in surprise.
"Really? Wow! I never knew anything."
"My feelings for you grew up slowly and gradually. I don't think I realized how much I loved you until it was too late. I was ready to confess my love for you when your family left town."
"I see." His eyes were now sparkling. "So last night wasn't a pity fuck?"
"What? No! Trust me, it was a lot of things, but it was NOT a pity fuck. I never wanted anything more in my life. I was planning to have sex with you after the prom, you know? You were going to be my first," I confessed to him, and I didn't hold anything back when I said it.
"Yeah right," Ray snorted, and tried to turn away.
I grabbed his shoulder and made him face me. "It's true. I meant what I said. I didn't pity you in bed. We made love because I wanted to. I must say it was the best sex I ever had. I never felt so loved, so connected with someone."
Ray stared at me, studying my face. "You are serious."
"Of course, I am, you big doofus! I would never make a joke about something like this. Last night was out of this world."
Ray shifted his weight and cleared his throat. "So you're not mad at me, and you're not planning to smash my head with your bat."
I laughed, "No, and of course not!"
"Okay, then the question is where do we go from here, Kara?"
"I was thinking the same thing. To be honest, I have no idea," I said, showing Ray my palms.
Ray cleared his throat and said, "I have been thinking about this all day. So, let me go first: I don't want you to be a rebound. It's not fair for you. You are very important to me and deserve better than that. I broke up with Amy just a few months ago. I'm still broken inside and it's too soon for me to jump into a relationship again."
He gulped and continued, "I don't know how to deal with this right now," he touched his heart. "I'm an emotional mess. I guess what I'm trying to say is part of me wants a relationship with you, but another part of me is afraid of getting hurt again. I am still raw. I think it would be better if we take a step back and start over. Am I making sense?"
I blinked, trying to comprehend everything he'd just said, "You are," I finally said. "Are sure this is what you want?"
"I do. We are not the same people we were in high school, Kara."
"If you ask my mother she'll tell you I never grew up," I said, with a smile.
Ray gave me a shy smile.
"I like you a lot, Kara, but love scares me, right now. You know how the saying goes 'Once burned twice shy'. I need to put the pieces of my life back together first. One day, I had a great job and I was engaged to a girl I thought loved me, and the next day, I was single, jobless, alone in my world, and grieving hard. I've got to heal my soul and my heart. I hope you understand that."
I wish that bitch was here so I could smash my bat against her head.
"I do understand, Ray. I'm okay with taking a step back. We'll go as slow as you want. Just as long as you know that I'm not a woman to toy with your affections. We can get to know each other again."
"I'd like that, Kara. Just for the record, I don't regret what happened between us, even when it was a bit crazy."
"Maybe a little bit," I admitted. "I have no regrets, either."
"I feel better than I have felt in a long time, and I have to thank you for that," Ray said, giving me a shy smile. "However, I need to focus on my own life right now and not let my emotions distract me. I need to put my energy there."
"Ray, you do whatever is best for you. Don't worry. I'll be here for you whenever you need me," I said, doing my best to hide my disappointment. It seemed like it was never the right time for us.
+++
This was uncharted territory for me. I needed some piece of advice about what to do. So the next day, after work, I went to see my sister Jenny.
She was happy to see me as she always seems to be when I come to visit.
"I need your help, sis," I blurted out.
Jenny gave me the one-eyebrow raise and then rolled inside.
"Come on in, Kara, what's wrong? Does it have anything to do with Ray?"



"Yep."
I sat on the couch and told my sister everything, holding back no details. Jenny was particularly interested in hearing exactly what Ray had said to me and made me recount his words several times until she was finally satisfied.
"You idiot," my sister finally said. At least she was smiling.
"I know. I went down in flames. I guess I ruined any chance I may have had with Ray, huh?"
"Oh, not by a long shot."
"Huh? What do you mean?"
"We'll get back to that later, but first, let's talk about what you did wrong."
"Okay, I'm listening."
"Your first mistake was trying to pick up where you left off," my sister said, using her teacher's tone.
"What do you mean?"
"Your original plan back then was to confess your feelings and have sex with Ray on prom night. Am I right?"
"You are. Everything changed when Ray told me he and his family were leaving Middletown."
"So, yesterday, you told Ray that you loved him and had sex with him."
"Not in that order, but yes. I get what you mean now."
"You presumed too much."
"Yeah, I rushed it, didn't I?"
"You went in like a bull in a china shop."
"Sounds like me," I admitted.
"Your second mistake was that you didn't listen to what Ray told you. He had broken up with his fiancée because she cheated on him and he is in a bad place right now. He is not ready for a new relationship. You can't just fuck him into sanity."
I hung my head. Jenny was right. What was I thinking?
"So what do I do now?"
"You do exactly what Ray has asked you to do. You take a step back and give him space. Give him time to collect his thoughts. He must be pretty confused right now."
"When did you become so wise?" I asked my sister.
"I have watched people a lot since I ended up in a wheelchair. You can learn a lot about human nature, especially when people act as if you weren't there," Jenny said, patting her wheelchair. "It's so much easier to give advice about other people's problems."
"So I heard. Thank you, Sis. I love you."
"I love you, too, Kara. Take good care of your heart and please be patient."
"I'll work on that."
CHAPTER 7
After our talk, Ray and I tiptoed around each other for a few weeks. Very slowly, Ray started moving on with his life. It was a bit tough at first, but he reached out and reconnected with some old friends from high school. Over the next two months, he got a job in Olympia and insisted on helping me out financially, paying some rent and giving me money for food. He also bought a used car to drive back and forth from work.
People in town stopped talking about us and moved on to the next gossip target.
Ray's social life grew more and more. I started getting messages from him saying that he wouldn't make it for dinner because he was going out to the bar after work.
We still got together as friends to go out, have dinner, and watch an action movie together. Over the next few weeks and months, we talked everything out. We didn't just talk about when we were teens, and our college years, but we also talked about politics, the economy, and global warming. We talked about our jobs and our dreams for the future. Of course, we went together to the Apple Harvesting Festival much to my mother's delight. We were best friends again and that was how it was going to stay. There was no use dragging out my hopes any longer.
My mother came to terms with the fact that Ray was living with me, and started dropping not-so-subtle hints about Ray and me, "He is a keeper, Kara, the kind you shouldn't let get away."
I was genuinely happy for all the positive changes in Ray's life, but I still wanted to be more than "just a friend". The renewed friendship that I had expected to develop into a steady relationship wasn't happening.
I was disappointed, but I couldn't be mad at him because Ray had a mind of his own and I totally understood him. He was doing exactly what he told me he needed: take a step back and reevaluate his life.
++++
One evening, I was at the bar, drinking some beers with the guys after work when I caught sight of Ray through the window striding toward the entrance.
He was with a group of friends from high school. They were joking and laughing.
Ray looked up and saw me as I was watching him. He grinned as his eyes caught mine, and waved at me across the room. I returned Ray's smile and nodded over to him, but then he and his friends walked over to another table.
I was about to join them when Floyd Leland ruined it all. The brainless moron opened his big mouth and started talking. He immediately started complaining about his old lady.
"Martha and I are having trouble in the bedroom," he said. The status of their relationship was not clear even to them. "Martha says I am boring in bed. She says I'm not fun and adventuresome. Now, I can be just as adventurous as the next guy," he whined, sipping his beer.
I rolled my eyes. If Floyd's form of adventuresome was grunting out, "Hold on to something," for foreplay then, sure, he was one wild boy.
"Just a few years ago, Kara and I..."
I froze in my seat and felt the blood drain from my head. What the hell? Why was this idiot mentioning my name in the middle of his sexual exploits?
If Floyd made up a story about our non-existent sex adventures, I was going to murder him slowly and painfully.
I made a noise of disgust, but Floyd had drunk one too many beers and kept talking.
"Hey, Kara!" he yelled, to catch everyone else's attention.
"What?" I snapped and gritted my teeth.
"Do you remember when we went skinny dipping that one night, right?" Floyd slurred.
"What the hell," I growled.
"Now tell me that wasn't fun and adventurous, huh?" Floyd added, with a stupid grin.
I could only gape in disbelief. "I'm going to kill you, Floyd," I sputtered, wishing I had my bat with me.
Dennis Harris was sitting at Floyd's side. He elbowed him hard in the ribs, and ordered, "Shut the fuck up, Floyd."
But it was too late.
Ray turned slightly and regarded me with a shuttered gaze. I paused, as our eyes met. I wondered what he was thinking of me.
As shame filled me, I sunk into my seat. In my defense, I have to say, that I had drunk too much that night. It was a few days after Ray's family left Middletown. I was feeling down and I did some crazy stuff. Things didn't go further than swimming naked, but Floyd made it sound more sordid than it was.
I stared at Floyd, trying to figure out how to make him shut up without hurting him, but the idiotic man just kept on.
"You shouldn't be ashamed. You have a killer body," he grinned at me.
"Martha is going to skin you alive if you go announcing to everyone you went skinny dipping with someone else."
Floyd blinked in confusion. "But... but that happened way before me and Martha got together. It was years ago."
How dare he announce to the entire place I'd had a weak moment and gotten kinky with him once? And with Ray present, too. Not that I cared what Ray might think, but damn it, I did care. I didn't want Ray to think I had such low standards.
"Geez, Floyd," I snapped and threw my beer in his face. After getting to my feet, I dug into my wallet and tossed down a couple of bills. "Don't go bragging about someone else and expect Martha to be fine with that. I don't care if it was five years ago or five days ago."
Floyd looked worried now. "Y—you really think she'll be upset?" He stood up and looked at me with an anxious look.
I lifted an eyebrow and growled, "Did you take lessons to be a moron, or does it just come naturally?"
I pushed by him and his chair fell backward from the table where he landed flat on the floor.
CHAPTER 8
I walked around for hours to calm myself down before I decided to go home. I felt so much shame and anger that I could barely face Ray.
When I got to my place, I was surprised to find Ray waiting for me.
"Are you okay?" he asked me, with true concern.
"I'm fine," I lied, not very successfully since my voice sounded like it had been sanded raw.
I wanted to shut myself in my bedroom before the shame seeped out through my pores and turned visible, but Ray didn't let me.
"I have to admit, I'm pretty impressed. I've always wanted to go skinny dipping and never have. Swimming at the lake at night always scared me," he said, in a casual tone.
"Uh, really?" I said, raising my eyes to meet his.
He nodded and winked at me. "I think you had better taste than Floyd, but who am I to judge?"
"I did a lot of stupid things when you left town. I was at a low point. It happened and I'm not proud of it. Floyd was always a moron and I was acting as one. We were never an item."
"Janice Cooper used to pick on Floyd when we were in high school," Ray remembered. "She used to call him Dum-Dum."
Janice Cooper was a bully in high school. She played many cruel pranks. That's how she got the nickname 'Queen of Mean'. When she returned from college, she took charge of the local newspaper, The Middletown Gazette.
"Yeah, well, you wouldn't recognize Janice now. She's a changed woman. She got married and has two boys."
"Are you serious? We should go to church and start praying."
I gave Ray a puzzled look. "Why?"
"Janice Cooper a changed woman? Must be one of the signs of the Apocalypse."
We both laughed hard.
"Are we okay, Ray?"
"Everything is fine, Supergirl," Ray said. "I made stupid mistakes, too. Yours, at least, didn't broke your heart in two."
He opened his arms to me. We hugged, a long, tight, much-needed hug, and as I stepped back, he looked at me, "I'm sorry I wasn't around much these last months. It wasn't that I didn't want to hang out with you, it was just that, well, I needed some time to get my life back on track. I missed you."
"I missed you, too," I admitted, resting my head on his chest.
+++
I woke up at seven A.M. with nausea. I rushed to the bathroom. Bent over, I sucked air through my gritted teeth and willed the nausea to pass. It didn't, only working steadily up my throat and making me think I was going to barf all over the room.
Closing my eyes, I counted to ten until both the dizziness and queasy stomach settled.
When I got out of the bathroom, I went to the kitchen to find something to drink.
Ray had already gone to work.
I poured myself a glass of water and drank it in one long gulp.
"Ahh! Much better, I have to quit drinking for a while," I said to myself.
As soon as I got to the construction site, Floyd came to me followed by Paul.
He looked at the floor for a while, playing with his fingers until Paul slapped not-so gently the back of his head and ordered him, "Talk."
"Kara," he said solemnly. "I'm real sorry about what I said at the bar. I shouldn't have—"
"Okay," I interrupted him before he started babbling again. Looking at him straight in the eyes, I said, "I was in a mood and overreacted. It's no big deal."
Floyd lifted his face, squinted at me since the sun was in his eyes, and said, "Well, I'm sorry anyhow. I had no call to start that kind of tale about us. True or not. I should have known better."
"Next time, I'll punch your mouth shut," I said. Then, I added, "I'm joking. Mainly."
Floyd kicked at a pebble on the ground. "Well, I won't blame you if you do that. You were right. Martha has heard about what I said, and now she thinks I cheated on her."
I was tempted to say, "That's what you get for opening your big mouth, you idiot." Instead, I said, "If you want, I'll call Martha and try to smooth things out with her. Let her know she has nothing to worry about from me."
Floyd jerked his face up, his cow eyes hopeful. "Really?"
"Yeah, really."
"Thank you, Kara. Again, I'm sorry," Floyd grumbled. Paul sent him back to work.
Paul waited until Floyd was far enough so he couldn't hear us and said, "He is a moron, but he didn't mean anything bad." He was about to leave, but turned around and said, "I know it's not my business, but skinny dipping in the lake at night is dangerous... and doing it with Floyd was just plain stupid."
The whole idea of being naked with Floyd put a nasty taste in her mouth. In fact, it made me feel sick to my stomach all over again.
Realizing I wasn't going to hold the puke at bay any longer, I lunged out of the building, looked for a nearby tree, and bent over it, losing my breakfast. My roiling gut hurt so bad, I fell to my knees.
Sweat beaded my brow and upper lip by the time my stomach had wrung itself empty. I staggered to my feet, reaching for the trunk when dizziness assailed me.
I wanted to go home and take a nice long shower, then change into my jammies and sleep for the next week.
I spotted Paul looking at me with concern.
"Are you okay?" he asked, nodding his head toward the tree.
"Yep," I answered. I didn't want him to know that the memory of being naked in front of Floyd made me literally sick to my stomach, so I added, "I have a sick stomach. It must be something I ate. Or probably too much to drink."
He nodded slowly and poured me a cup of tea from his thermos. As I drank it, I glanced at him, apprehensive about the fact he was studying me with the strangest expression.
"What?" I asked, though I was pretty sure I knew what he was thinking. I was a healthy girl. I was never under the weather.
Paul eyed me, untrustingly, for a moment. "Maybe you should go back home and take the day off."
"Do you want me to get a doctor's slip saying I'm healthy, or what? I told you I was fine, Paul."
"Don't go getting your panties in a bunch. I'm still your boss, and that gives me the right to worry about your health."
A bitter taste of regret filled my mouth. Clearing my throat and straightening my shoulders, I held back from being too much like myself and politely said, "I'm feeling better than I did a few minutes ago. Whatever was in my system is out now. I'm sure I'm back to one-hundred percent."
Still studying me with worried eyes, Paul said, "Okay, Kara, go back to work then."
CHAPTER 9
That evening, I went to see my doctor. He listened to me, and sent me to see my gynecologist right away.
"Congratulations, Kara. You're pregnant," Dr. Natalie Carroll told me. She was the only gynecologist for a hundred miles. Right then, I wished I'd just taken one of those home-pregnancy tests because hearing a professional's word on the subject made this feel way too real and unavoidable.
I couldn't be pregnant. Could I? Now that I thought of it, when was the last time I had my period?
"My periods are fairly irregular, but even so... How could I have missed this?"
Dr. Carroll told me that spotting in the first month or two of a pregnancy could be mistaken for a light period.
The only man I had slept with was... Shit!
The doctor appeared to choose her next words delicately. "Are you going to go ahead with the pregnancy? Because if you're not..."
I didn't even have to think about it. Some things you just knew, with a bone-deep certainty. I drew a deep breath, scared yet sure. Very, very sure. "Oh, yes. Very definitely."
Getting an abortion was out of the question. I wasn't going to kill my baby because I had forgotten to wear condoms.
"I'm going to give you a list of over-the-counter prenatal vitamins," Dr. Carroll kept explaining to me. "What I want you to do is choose one brand and start taking it immediately. Your body needs all sorts of nutrients it didn't before, and you remaining healthy is of the utmost importance. Now, don't forget to schedule an appointment with Tania at the front desk for next month before you leave. Here are a couple of pamphlets you need to read through."
It was one of those pamphlets like the ones you see in a Simpsons' episode, 'So you've ruined your life'.
Too stunned to argue with the doctor, I nodded in understanding, slipped the pile of papers from her hand with limp fingers, and walked like a zombie toward the secretary's desk.
Dr. Carroll's receptionist, Tania Brooks, liked to stick her nose in other people's business. She was one bitter bitch.
"Hi, Kara," Tania greeted me. "I didn't realize it was time for your yearly already. I thought you visited more around the end of the..." Her words died off as she opened my file and read the reason for her visit. "Oh my!" she gasped, and raised wide, curious eyes. "You're...you're..." Her gaze fell to my stomach.
"I need to schedule a new appointment for next month," I growled.
Tania didn't pry for more details, though she did try to talk about the weather as we hashed out a date for my next appointment. Not in the mood for any kind of chitchat, I merely booked it out of there as soon as Tania handed me a card bearing the date of my check-up.
I walked to my car in a trance. I sat there numb and dazed.
Pregnant. I was going to have a baby.
My heart was thumping against my chest and I felt every beat as if time had slowed down.
It didn't seem real. What was I going to do with a baby? I didn't know anything about kids.
I wasn't ready to be a mother, that's all there was to it. Sure, I wanted kids, someday. But not yet. Not on my own. Definitely not without warning.
Now what?
What were my parents going to say about this? What were Ray's parents going to say? What would the whole town think of me?
I closed my eyes and rested my head against the steering wheel, trying to picture a little baby with my hair and Ray's eyes.
An image of Ray flashed through my mind.
Ray. Oh, God. Ray.
Remembering him, I sat up straight, my eyes flying wide open. "Holy shit."
This was his baby, too. Ray was going to be a daddy... Suddenly, I felt like curling into a ball and weeping —yet another sign of how pregnant I really was. My hormones were already whacked out of control.
How was this going to affect Ray?
I didn't want to be the one to tell him. I wasn't a coward by any means. In fact I never backed away from a good confrontation. But I did not want to see his face when he found out. I hoped it did not set back the progress he had made.
Biting the inside of my lip, I tried to think up a way to escape this.
Maybe I could flee the country and go live on a beach in Cancun. Yeah, my baby and I could be surfer bums. We could open a bar in the sand and drink margaritas every night of the week.
Or... I could convince Ray it wasn't his baby. Now, there was an idea.
I'd have to lie about the date of conception as well and claim it was undercooked when it came out early. Or, maybe I could make up an affair before he came to town, which would make the kid overcooked. Either way, it didn't matter. He wouldn't have to worry about raising a child who wasn't his.
On the other hand, I'd be keeping Ray from his baby if I did that. Raymond Clarke was one responsible fellow. He'd want the truth, and he'd insist on doing something about it. If he made a mistake, he lived up to it. He'd want to be a part of the baby's life.
Not only was Ray going to hate me, but every member of the community was going to see me as a slut. I never cared before, why now?
I groaned and rubbed at the aching spot in the center of my forehead. I had to tell Ray, no matter how awful it was going to be. There was no other logical, moral-minded choice.
The big question was, how was I going to do it?
"Hey, Ray, I'm pregnant. So... how was your day?"
Or, maybe, I could say, "Remember that one night when I sexually attacked you and we fucked like rabbits without a condom? Guess what? You're going to be a daddy!"
Or it could be something like, "Ray, I'm a little pregnant, a little knocked up, I have a little bun in my little oven... and it's yours."
There was no easy way to break the news.
I tried to flick my mind through my options. But nothing I thought of seemed to make any sense because it didn't seem real. It couldn't be real, could it?



Damn, if thinking about it all couldn't clench me up inside. I needed courage, more courage than I had ever needed before, because there was only one way to tell him something like this.
Face to face.
CHAPTER 10
The sun began to dip in the sky when I got home.
Ray was in the kitchen, sitting at the table with his hands wrapped tightly around an untouched cup of coffee in front of him. Something was wrong.
"Hello, Kara, sit down, please we need to talk," he said. He sounded serious. I began to panic. My stomach tightened with unspeakable dread. I took a deep breath because the last thing I wanted was to throw up in my kitchen.
I sat down in front of him. My heart was hammering in my chest.
"I came back to town early today. I went to the grocery store because I wanted to cook dinner for you."
I gulped and gave him a brief nod, inviting him to go on.
"Then, I overheard two women outside the store, gossiping. You know, I'm not the type to listen in on rumors. But when I heard your name I paid attention."
"My name?" My eyes widened.
"Yep. One woman said to the other, shaking her head in dismay. 'I still don't know whether or not to believe it, though'.
"The first woman chuckled. 'Well, we'll know soon enough when her belly starts growing or not'.
"Then the second woman added, 'I just want to know who supposedly knocked her up. I didn't know she was seeing anyone'."
I was pretty sure my face drained in color. I gulped and kept listening.
"The first woman went on. 'What? You didn't hear about what happened at the bar last week with Floyd Leland?'
"The second woman said, 'I heard something about the two of them gone skinny dipping'.
"Then, both women grinned at each other with a knowing smile."
"Shit," was all I could say. The rumor mill was fast at work.
"Shit is right," Ray said, "So, Kara, is the gossip around town true? Are you pregnant?"
"Oh my God, I can't believe this," I said. There were more pressing questions in my mind. "How could anyone know? I just found out myself today. There's no way Dr. Carroll would start a rumor—"
Then, reality intruded, and I gasped. "Tania... That bitch! I ought to get her fired for breaking doctor-patient privilege."
"You'd have to prove it was she who spread the news," Ray commented.
"I... I was coming here to tell you. I definitely wasn't going to tell anyone else until you knew. I just wasn't sure how to break the news to you," I said quietly, going back to Ray's first questions.
"So, the baby is mine?"
"Of course it's yours! What kind of girl do you think I am!"
Ray looked at me for a long while but said nothing.
I knew what he was thinking, "The kind who goes skinny dipping with a horny moron like Floyd Leland." But he was too chivalrous to say something like that.
"I guess we'll need to get married," he announced. "We created a little human and you're going to bring our child into the world. I'll be there, by your side, through the whole thing. I promise you."
"What?" I yelped. "Oh, no. We are not getting married. Not over this."
"Why not?" Ray sighed. "Kara, there's a child to consider."
"So?" I retorted, "Single parents raise kids all the time. It's not a big deal."
"Well, I want my child to have two parents," he said slowly, holding back his impatience. "Living in one house."
"I'm not getting married to you because I'm pregnant. This isn't the fifties anymore."
Ray opened his mouth, but I held out a hand to stop him. "Let me finish. How do we know it's going to last? I want my child to have a stable loving family, not one that was forced to be together. "
"Will you just be reasonable, Kara?"
"Reasonable?" I shouted. "You're the one losing it. Do you know how disastrous it would be for us to get married? God, Ray. Do I look like June Cleaver to you? A relationship without love is not going to work."
"We're getting married, Kara," Ray repeated, with complete assuredness in his voice.
"It's the stupidest thing in the world to get married just because of a child. What if I miscarry? Suddenly there's no baby, and we're still married. If you want to be involved in this kid's life, we'll work out some custody issues. You can have as much daddy time as you want. But that's it."
Ray was shaking his head, so I asked him. "What about love?"
He sent me a sharp look. "What about it?"
"We don't love each other," I blurted out desperately.
I looked at him with pleading eyes. "Please, Ray, tell me I'm wrong. Tell me that you love me."
Ray looked back at me, but said nothing, so I went on, "How can you expect a marriage to last if the people getting hitched don't even love each other? It's hard enough when they do."
"Love doesn't mean forever," he said quietly, "I'd just as soon not be in love in my next relationship."
"Gee, thanks! How flattering," my voice was full of sarcasm.
Ray's expression was one of pure pain.
Watching him, I got what he was saying. He had suffered so deeply that he didn't want to ever love again.
"I didn't mean—" he started.
"I know what you meant," I said, in a soft voice.
"No," he said. "You don't know. You don't know at all. Love hurts. I can't... I won't ever let any other woman... Don't you see? If I left myself open, someone else could leave me, cheat on me, or whatever, and there'd be one more huge, gaping hole split open right through the middle of me. So I'm just going to pass on the whole love thing from now on because I could certainly do without that kind of heartbreak for the rest of my life."
"Don't use what happened to you to win an argument. You're making me feel like I kicked a sick dog. So cut it out. I'm not going to back down," I said, scowling at him to hide the guilt of letting my own emotions take over when this was really about him and his misery.
"I'm not wrong," he insisted.
"You are, but the point is we're not getting married, end of story. Will you wake up and face the new millennium?"
"I don't care if it's old-fashioned. A child needs a sturdy foundation. There are too many mixed families out there with too many messed-up kids."
I snorted. "Well, it's going to have me for a mom, so I'd say it's already screwed there."
Ray blinked, looking surprised I could say such a thing. "I think you just might surprise yourself on that count."
My mouth fell open. "What makes you think I'm in any way motherly?"
"I know you, Kara. I know what's hidden behind your tough exterior. You're going to be a great mother."
Ray stepped suddenly closer to me. He lifted his hand to set it on the side of my neck.
"I want to marry you, Kara," he murmured, his face drawing closer to mine. "Why don't you want to marry me?"
His achingly sweet tone melted everything inside me like butter over hot pancakes. I wished I could sneer something scathing like, "Gee, maybe because this whole marriage idea has nothing to do with me and everything to do with your own sense of morality." But I couldn't utter the words.
Strange. I kept finding more and more that I was unable to say aloud lately, which was very unlike me.
Ray's fingers curled, and he ran his knuckles over my jaw, watching his hand caress me as if it were the most precious thing in the world.
I grabbed his wrist pulling his hand from my face. "You can't sweet talk me into this."
He had the gall to look amused. "I assure you, it never once crossed my mind that I could sweet talk the ultimate hard-ass girl into doing anything."
Ray tilted his head as if he was going to kiss me. I swallowed and tightened my grip on his wrist, meeting his gaze with a stony expression.
I knew him. I knew what each look meant. I knew when he wanted to be with me. I knew when he was tired, hungry, and even when he wanted to be left alone.
Part of me wanted to hate that I knew all of this about Ray, and the other part, the part that I shouldn't listen to, wanted to hold him in my arms and never let him go. That part wanted to build a life, a home, and a family with him and trust that everything was going to be okay.
"You can't seduce me into it, either."
But he threw me off track when he quietly admitted, "I can't stop thinking about our first night here."
God! I couldn't stop thinking about it, either. That was when all this mess started.
"We were good together," he breathed, tilting his face even closer until our foreheads were almost touching. "Don't try to disagree with me. I'll know you're lying. You liked it just as much as I did."
"S—so?" I uttered, in a suddenly shaky voice. "Good sex does not—"
"It'd be a nice little side benefit, though, wouldn't it?" His mouth was close enough that it brushed mine with every few words he spoke. "Just imagine it. Any time you wanted it, there I'd be. You could wake up on a lazy Saturday morning, roll toward me, and take me any way you wanted."
I swallowed, helpless to imagine it. The idea was tempting, especially if the man was Ray.
I felt his lips press against my forehead. I didn't know what to think about all of this. It seemed to be too much too fast.
"I miss that about being in a steady relationship," he said, tugging free of my hold on his wrist, so he could bring his fingers back to my face. Tracing the bottom curve of my lip, he continued. "I miss knowing someone was beside me to touch and kiss whenever I wanted. But knowing it'd be you would be even more—"
He didn't finish the sentence, but he didn't have to. Closing my eyes, I lifted my face in surrender.
It'd been almost three months since we'd been together. But I could still recall the exact texture of his fingers on me.
Ray stripped off my shirt in one swift move and cupped my breasts, pinching my nipples.
"Ouch, ouch, ouch," I cried. "They're tender."
"Sorry," he rasped.
I thought Ray would leave my swollen tits alone. But telling him they were ultra-sensitive only seemed to make him more interested. Gentling his touch, he pushed down the cups and gathered the twins in his hands, massaging them with a skill that made me moan and arch against him.
"Damn you, Ray!" I whispered, in a husky voice.
He grinned, picked me up, laid me on the couch, and moved down on top of me.
Part of me knew having sex right now would be a really bad idea. Too much was still unresolved.
"Stop," I panted, covering his hands with my shaking fingers.
I looked into Ray's eyes, and the desire I saw in them almost made me forget about everything else. He wanted me just as much as I wanted him.
This was pure, hot need in its rawest form.
"This isn't going to resolve anything," I muttered.
I knew I wasn't going to stop Ray if he pressed the matter. In fact, I'd probably beg him for more until we were both naked and sweaty and depleted from rippling orgasms. But Ray was a gentleman and he realized the timing was wrong.
Taking a deep breath, he scooted to the other end of the room.
I pushed my bra back into place. Then I went and retrieved my shirt.
"I won't marry you," I repeated.
His gaze was unreadable. He studied me for a moment and then said, "I think we should at least tell our families together."
I arched an eyebrow. "Tell them what? That we're not getting married?"
"No, smarty pants. That you're pregnant," he corrected, sending me a scowl for my lame attempt at sarcasm.
"You're right," I muttered reluctantly.
"We can't put it off now, we know the word's spreading. Our families need to learn the news from us... especially your side."
"Why especially my side?"
"Because my parents are still on a cruise. And even if they knew you're pregnant, they wouldn't think it's mine. But it's pretty obvious the baby is yours... so, it's more urgent to tell your side."
"Fine," I sighed in defeat. "Let's get this over with then."
CHAPTER 11
We used my car to drive together to my parents' house. I knew my parents would be at home. They had probably just finished dinner.
I parked in the driveway and we walked together to the front door.
Stopping in the doorway, I could feel Ray stumble to a halt beside me. From the corner of my eye, I saw him glance at me curiously, probably worried I was going to chicken out.
Of course, I didn´t.
I knocked on the front door and waited. My heart thumped in my chest. Ray took my hand in his, squeezed, and gave me a reassuring smile.
He wanted me to make the announcement. So, I'd announce.
"Hi, Mom. Hi, Dad. If anyone cares to know, Ray and I are having a baby."
With that said, I turned to stalk off. Ray remained outside the front door, staring after me.
"Are you coming?" I asked Ray.
"Kara, get your tail back here!" my father shouted out. He sounded pissed at me.
I muttered a curse, closed my eyes, and turned in Dad's direction. Ray and I stepped into the living room, our hands linked together. He sat at my side, and gave me a reassuring smile. We looked at my parents in silence for a few seconds.
It surprised me just how comforted I was by Ray's automatic show of support. He might be a quiet, reserved person, giving off the impression he was shy. But he had a backbone. He didn't back down from certain duties, even ones that made him want to run for the hills.
"You're pulling our leg, aren't you?" Dad finally said, as he glanced from me to Ray. "I mean, you two..." he shook his head as if he was trying to get rid of negative thoughts.
"I'm so disappointed in you two," my mother growled, and glared disapprovingly between Ray and me.
"So... when's the wedding?" Dad asked.
Ray looked expectantly at me. "That's what I'd like to know."
He bent down on one knee, took my hand in his, and said, "Kara Grant will you marry me?"
Mom gasped.
I should have guessed Ray was going to do something like this to me in front of my parents.
"Get up, you romantic fool," I hissed.
"Not until you answer." His eyes were dead serious and locked on mine.
I sighed. Too bad my sister Jenny wasn't here. She would have taken my side.
"No, I won't marry you," I said, clearly and loudly enough for all to hear. "You can't peer-pressure me into a marriage. You should know me better than this."
Ray rose from his bended knee in one smooth gesture. His face flashed red.
I hadn't meant to be harsh, but come on!
"Kara, please." Ray took my hand and a familiar warmth shot up my arm.
"We're not getting married," I said, and pulled my hand from his.
"I want to know why there's not going to be a wedding," Mom growled.
"That's none of your concern, Mom," I said, with a defying look.
"No, I want to hear this reason, too," Ray said, crossing his arms over his chest and cocking me an arch look.
I growled in frustration. Damn! I knew I probably hadn't heard the last of his marriage-talk nonsense, but I never would've guessed Ray would so sneakily enlist the help of my own parents.
"Don't you start with me again," I groused. "We already went over this. There's no reason we should marry. I told you, you can have as much Daddy time as you want. You can—"
"That's not the same, and you know it. A baby needs a family," Ray said. Dad and Mom nodded, approving his words.
"You're being ridiculous." I raised my voice.
"Kara," Ray said under his breath, risking a quick glance toward Dad. My father was listening to his every word. "Will you just listen to me? I—"
"No. I'm not going to sit here and listen to you all over again. We're not getting married, and that's that."
"Guess you two are still working out the date," Mom cut in. She eyed Ray thoughtfully before sighing. "I suppose there's worse out there."
For the first time since entering my parents' home, Ray looked contrite.
"Thanks, Mom, you just insulted my baby's father," I told her.
Ray definitely had a hold on me, because I felt the urge to defend him, to say I'd marry him just to wipe that miserable look of shame off his face. I'd never liked seeing anything suffer, but that trait seemed magnified tenfold with Ray.
"Can we leave now?" I asked abruptly, more uncomfortable with the situation than I ever would've admitted. I'd probably just turn tail and stalk out of there if the obstinate man who'd knocked me up hadn't insisted on us riding together.
Ray nodded once and then focused his attention on my parents. "There will be a wedding," he assured them.
"Do you ever think about someone else besides yourself, Kara? You'll be a trollop to the people in town. How will that make us look? Your father and I will have to drive to the next town to get our groceries," Mom said, wringing her hands. "Why do you have to make everything so difficult?"
"That's enough!" Ray growled, effectively making my annoying mother swallow her tongue.
Mom looked at Ray with her mouth open. Dad was surprised, too. I saw a look of respect in his eyes.
It felt somewhat strange watching someone defend me. Strange in a good way.
I linked my arm with Ray's, and we turned toward the front door
Ray spoke softly in my ear. "What's it going to take for you to say yes?"
I stiffened. He just wouldn't stop pushing me for more. It was time to be blunt.
"Love. You don't love me."
He looked confused. "You're the mother of my only child. We are best friends, of course, I love you."
I shook my head. "You love my baby. You're not IN LOVE with me."
"Love is something made up by corporations to sell more cards."
"If you truly believe that, then you've never been in love."
"I thought I was in love once. I thought it was true love. But she tore my heart out of my chest and stomped on the pieces until there was nothing left. It won't happen again."
+++
As soon as Skype opened, I heard it ringing and my heart leaped.
Ray looked at me, and I nodded. Then, he clicked the green button.
A screen popped up and two beaming faces appeared before us.
Ray's parents looked a bit older than I remembered, but I still recognized them. They both looked happy and tanned.
This was probably going to change. Informing your parents that you knocked up an old friend might run their trip.
"Ray," his mother exclaimed, her eyes brightening instantly. "What a delightful surprise."
"Mom," Ray murmured, smiling back at her.
"Hello, son," said Ray's father, waving his hand. Then, he noticed me lurking behind his son.
"Oh! I'm so sorry. I didn't see you were with someone else. Who is this beautiful lady?" he asked.
"Mom... Dad... Remember Kara?"
I sat at Ray's side and waved to the screen.
"Of course, hello dear. Nice to see you again," Ray's mother said waving to the screen. "Your sister was involved in that terrible accident," she said, and shook her head.
"That's right, Mrs. Clarke. Nice to see you again," I said waving back.
"Please, call me Samantha, dear. How is she doing?"
"Jenny had some rough times, as you can imagine, but now she is doing great. She got a teaching degree and she is working at Middletown High. She also got married to a wonderful man."
Ray's parents smiled at me.
"We're happy for her. Give your sister our regards," Mrs. Clarke said.
"I will. Thank you."
An awkward silence followed. I wasn't interested in small talk; I wanted Ray to get straight to the point. I elbowed him in the ribs, silently urging him to talk.
"Everything's okay?" Mr. Clarke asked, sending his son a questioning look.
It was clear Ray's parents had no idea which was the purpose of my presence.
Ray cleared his throat and announced without preamble. "Kara is pregnant." That both his parents were shocked was obvious, although to her credit his mother recovered herself quickly. "But... but that's... wonderful... Congratulations, dear!"
"The baby is mine," Ray added.
Mr. Clark looked at his son in shock. "Are you absolutely sure?"
My jaw tightened. Ray took my hand in his and squeezed it. "I'm positive, Dad."



"How did that happen?" Mrs. Clarke asked.
"You know Kara and I had a close relationship in high school," Ray started to explain.
His parents looked at each other and then his father said, "Go on."
"When I came back to Middletown, we reconnected, and since we were both singles we decided to rekindle our relationship," Ray explained.
He was stretching the truth to the breaking point. I realized he was doing it to make what had happened look better.
"What about the baby?" Ray's mother pushed.
Ray looked at me and gave me a small, almost imperceptible wink. "No birth control method is one-hundred percent safe," he said.
"Especially when you use none," I thought.
Mr. Clarke was the one who recovered fast. He gave Ray his best grin and said "Well, congratulations to both of you. Are you getting married?"
"We are not making wedding plans yet," Ray said curtly.
"That's wise," agreed Mr. Clarke
I didn't like Mr. Clarke's tone and what he implied with that remark, but kept my mouth shut.
"Don't you think it is a bit too soon to jump into a new relationship?" Ray's mother intervened eyeing me. "You just broke up with your fiancée."
"What happened between Amy and me it's a whole different story," Ray said. "There is some important information I kept to myself, but given the circumstances I might have tell you the real reason why we broke up when you're back," Ray said, raising his voice.
"You know you can tell us everything, Ray," his mother said. "Your father and I just want what's good for you."
"So what are you going to do?" Ray's father asked.
"Kara and I are evaluating our options. That said, I'm staying here in Middletown with Kara."
"Are you living together?" His father asked.
"Yes, we are. I know this is not what you wanted for me, but I'm not a child anymore. I can make my own decisions." I placed a hand on his arm. He started at my touch, and then visibility relaxed. "I'm doing what it's right." He looked at the screen defying his parents to say different. I could see his father pressing his lips together, but he said nothing.
"Your father and I just to what's better for you, Ray..." His mother's voice faded at the fierce look in her son's eyes.
"I'll call you soon," Ray said, recovering his cool.
"We will be expecting your call, Son," Mr. Clarke said, ending the call not giving Ray any chance to reply.
Ray turned off his laptop, and leaned back on his chair. He took a couple of deep breaths.
For a long, long moment, we sat in silence. I moved my chair closer and rested my head on his shoulder. Finally, and very quietly, I said, "Your parents must hate me right now."
"This is not about you. They are worried about me."
"Maybe so, but I'm also pretty sure they don't like me."
"It's the situation they don't like, not you. My parents probably think I'm making a mistake being here with you. But I'm not. We are in this together."
"Thank you for standing for me," I murmured.
"You're welcome. I didn't do it just for you. I did it for us."
Us. I loved the way it sounded.
CHAPTER 12
I should have known I was pregnant when everything began to stink. Not life, mind you, or the fact that I have gained five pounds overnight. But everything else stank, real bad. I kept asking, "What's that smell?" and Ray would look at me and say, "What smell?"
This describes my morning sickness, which didn't just happen in the morning. No, it happened to me all day, every day, and mostly when something had a strong odor to it. The smell of coffee was horrendous to me.
I was energetically stirring my herbal tea bag, getting the string tangled around the spoon when my phone started ringing. I looked at the screen and sighed. It was my sister.
"Hi, Sis," Jenny greeted me.
"Hi, Jenny."
"Mom called Liam and me a while ago, and told us the happy news... about the baby."
I sighed. "I can imagine what she said."
Jenny laughed on the other side of the line. "You would be right."
"Your sister is driving me crazy," I said, doing a perfect impersonation of my mother's voice. "She got pregnant and now she doesn't want to get married. She is going to give me a heart attack. How could she do this to me?"
We both laughed.
"You know Mom. She'll eventually come around," Jenny said.
"Or maybe that's just magical thinking," I sighed.
"You know you can count on me, right?"
"I know, Jen. Thank you."
"You're going to need a lot of help in the next few months to come."
"Help?" I asked blankly.
"Kara," Jenny said softly. "Do you have any idea what you're getting yourself into? You're going to have a baby. A little person that will depend on you for everything."
"Why do you have to go and remind me? I was doing a good job at avoiding that little detail," I said, half-jokingly.
She laughed, and asked, "How are you feeling?"
"How do you think I feel? I am tired of seeing my food twice."
"You know what I am asking you, Kara," Jenny said. "I know you better than anyone. You hide it well, but you're probably scared."
"I am," I admitted, feeling suddenly sick. "I really, really am."
"We'll figure it out together, Sis. You're not alone."
"I know. But I'm not alone. Ray is with me..." My eyes widened as soon as the words came out of my mouth.
I was truly counting on Ray. Wow!
I could imagine my sister's smile on the other side of the line.
"Ray is a great man, Kara."
"Yes, he is a great FRIEND," I emphasized on the last word.
Jenny just laughed, "Keep telling that to yourself that he's just a friend. He's the father of your baby, too."
"You too, Jen?"
"I'll say just one more thing, Sis. Did you consider that Ray must be wondering if the reason why you don't want to marry him is because you think he is not good enough for you?"
"Oh, shit!"
"I'll take that as a no," Jenny said.
"I have to talk with him and set things straight."
"Sounds like a good idea to me. Call me if you need to talk... or a bridesmaid," Jenny laughed, and ended the call.
I was not sure how to tell Ray pity had gone out the window the second my mouth had touched his that first night.
I went to the living room and stood in front of him, until he raised his head from the phone and looked at me.
"Listen to me carefully, Ray Clarke: I do not pity you!" I blurted out.
He looked at me, confused. "Okay?"
"Have you seen a mirror recently? You're not exactly hurting in the looks department."
I blatantly skimmed my eyes up his trim jeans and tucked-in shirt to his throat and striking face. Oh, yeah, he wasn't lacking at all.
"You smell good, too," I added, moving even closer until my nose was only inches from his neck, where I took a big whiff, almost groaning when I inhaled his male scent. "Your smell is one of the few that doesn't make want me to puke."
"Eh... thanks?"
The heat coming off his body was intoxicating.
I shivered in delight. "I don't mind the way your hands felt on me, either," I whispered into his ear.
I lifted my fingers to his hair and was about to tell him I liked the texture when he caught my wrist. I gasped in surprise and met his stare.
"I remember how you used to take in stray dogs and patch them up." His nostrils flared as he spoke, telling me my proximity affected him. "I'm not some lame bird with a broken wing, Kara."
"Thank God," I purred, rubbing against him. "Because right now, I want some hard, fast sex, no strings attached, no emotions involved... just body to body, mouth to mouth..." I murmured the last few words against his lips and didn't finish the sentiment before his tongue scraped over my teeth.
His hands skimmed my body once before he grasped the hem of my shirt and pulled it over my head. I stripped off his pants. More articles of clothing followed as we stumbled toward my room.
I was dazed by the explosion of need roaring through me and the desperation with which I wanted it. Ray pushed my room's door open with his foot and carried me all the way to the bed.
Sitting me on the mattress, he followed until we were facing each other. As I peeled off his shirt, he focused his attention on my breasts.
"Are they still tender?"
I could only nod. My boobs didn't grow overnight. They took their sweet time coming out. But once they did... Damn, they looked good. I was so proud of them. On the downside, was the pain that came with bigger boobs. My boobs felt so sensitive and tight, I could barely stand to put on a bra. They just ached.
Ray gently removed my bra. When I still winced, he whispered his regret and bent his head to spread a few apologetic kisses over the swollen flesh.
I forgave him immediately, especially when he sucked a throbbing bud into his mouth.
Warm, caressing fingers skimmed down my skin and hovered over my stomach a moment before pressing gently as if greeting the baby inside.
"Any nausea?" he asked, glancing up at me with concern.
"No, doctor," I said, with a wicked smile. "Do you want to take my temperature next?"
He grinned. "Only if you think you can handle my thermometer."
"Oh, my God! Did I hear wrong, or did the golden boy of Middletown just make a dirty, suggestive comment?"
"Golden boy?" he echoed in surprise. Shaking his head, bemused, he leaned over me, causing me to lie back on the bed. "Let me convince you just how wrong you are."
Giving me a hard, demanding kiss, he set his hands on my knees and pushed them apart.
I was ready. I wanted to feel his thick probing head at my wet entrance more than I wanted my next breath.
And when he did, I moaned a sigh of relief.
Finally, Ray pushed his way deeper into my pussy. But suddenly, he stopped and pulled out. I tightened my thighs around him in protest, but he merely shook his head. "Not yet," he told her. "I refuse to rush this."
"Rushing sounds fine to me," I panted.
But Ray had other ideas.
He kissed my throat and breasts, working his way across my stomach. I tensed, expecting and craving the feel of his tongue between my legs. But he didn't go any further than my belly button.
After sliding a finger inside my pussy to test my wetness, Ray straightened above me, bracing his arms on the mattress at either side of my head. He gazed into my eyes, going frustratingly slowly, as he started to enter me again as if purposely tormenting me.
Once he was seated fully, he stroked out once and pushed immediately back inside to the hilt. I cursed and dug my nails into his shoulders.
"You like?" he asked.
Biting my lip to swallow down a cry of desire, I rasped, "You know I do."
He pulled all the way out. "Then marry me," he whispered against my throat. "And you can have it whenever you want."
I jerked in surprise. I couldn't believe he could think of anything but getting back inside me. It was insulting to realize his mind was still working enough to think about his plans for marriage.
"No," I heard myself growl.
Rolling onto my stomach away from him, I crawled across the mattress and grabbed my bra. He came up behind me and caught my wrist, shaking it once until the piece of cloth dropped from my grasp.
Then, pinning my hand to the bed, he attempted to push his way inside me from behind.
"Marry me, Kara," he repeated.
"Damn it, Ray," I growled, and tried to crawl off the bed. "Don't do this right now. I said no strings."
"But what if I got depressed in the middle of the night," he asked, his voice light and teasing, though it carried a hard underlying edge. "I'd need your sympathetic touch."
"Will you shut up?" I snapped, trying to close my legs and buck him off. "I don't give pity fu—"
He cut my words off with his mouth on the back of my neck and his hand on my breast. I tried to pull away, but he caught me around the waist and entered me completely.
"Oh, yes," I moaned, and arched my back, forgetting everything but him —moving with him in sync with his rhythm and loving him with everything I had.
"Later, then," he growled, and grabbed my hips, pumping furiously.
I squirmed and pushed back against him, wanting it harder and faster.
Once the last shudder racked me, I collapsed on my stomach and rested my face on the pillow. Ray settled his weight on top of me, spooning me into the mattress. I loved the feel of his warm flesh matted to mine.
I whispered, "I can't believe you'd even suggest I'd ever sleep with you out of pity. I think I wanted to have sex with you since I saw you making out with Carlie Wilson at the Flower Festival."
"Really?"
"Yeah, really, silly."
Ray set his hand on my shoulder and kissed my hair. He didn't say anything else.
I sighed in contentment and snuggled closer to him. I closed my eyes enjoying the afterglow of sexual ecstasy.
I could get used to this.
CHAPTER 13
I woke in a river of sensuous pleasure. Smiling.
Already boneless from our previous encounter only hours before, I could only lay there as it wasn't morning yet, but still late in the night. He kissed my shoulder and slowly combed my hair with his fingers. His fingers glided gently down my stomach and across my hip.
Ray was the best lover I have ever had. Not that I had many, mind you. My body was still tingling.
One thought, only one thought, crawled through my mind: "I can't let him go."
Yawning, I turned my head and met a pair of vivid blue eyes watching me. Letting out a contented sigh, I arched my hips and felt my thighs spread to allow him more room to explore.
"Feel nice?" he asked, as he nipped my earlobe.
"Mm-hmm," I purred.
"Then just imagine it," he said, dotting kisses along my jaw and down my throat. All the while, his fingers played between my thighs. "If we were married, we could do this all the time... anytime."
"Don't start that again, Ray. Please. We're not going to..." I gasped before finishing the words because Ray pushed his index finger inside my pussy. Then he removed it and rubbed his slick finger across the nub just above my opening, and I moaned. My knuckles were white from grabbing the wadded sheet at my side.
Ray sat up suddenly so he could watch his own handiwork. When he finally looked up and met my gaze, I climaxed. After a few seconds, I realized I wasn't having just one orgasm, I was experiencing a chain reaction. It was as if tiny pleasure bombs were exploding within me.
"Wow! Just wow!" I breathed out, still catching my breath.
"Wow is just right," Ray panted.
"You make my body tingle like never before."
"The only good thing I probably got from my relationship with the slut was that I became really good in bed."
"Sorry, I didn't mean to bring sad memories."
"You know what? Amy is fading from my memory more and more since I'm with you."
"Despite all her experience in bed, sex was never as good as it is with you. Sex and love always go together for me and I just don't think I could have my needs met by someone I'm not in love with."
My heart was pounding in my chest. Had Ray inadvertently said he was in love with me?
I looked up at him.
"Kara?" Ray whispered.
"Yes?"
"Will you marry me?"
I looked down and saw the ring in his hand. It had a huge white diamond on it and was the prettiest thing I'd ever seen. I raised an eyebrow at him.
"I bought it yesterday. It's brand new," he informed me.
I found it suddenly hard to breathe. Ray was so cute and adorable. And a sex god in bed. I felt my resolution weakening. Forcing myself to toughen up, I said, "I hope you don't actually think I'll ever wear any kind of jewelry."
He merely smiled a lazy tilting of the lips. "But it's a wedding ring. Lots of men wear them, too. So, I don't consider it jewelry. Dad says once you get used to it, you kind of feel naked without it on. Think of it as underwear. It's just another part of getting dressed in the morning."
I sent him a dry look. "Ever heard of going commando?"
His eyes glittered with amusement. "Married people don't go commando."
I snorted. "Oh, really? And why's that?"
He shrugged. "There's always clean underwear around to wear when you're married."
I threw back my head and laughed.
Ray took my hand and started to try the ring on. Immediately, I grew alarmed and curled my fingers into a fist, preventing him from finishing his unwavering task.
I could give our baby security. The security of having a father around. A father who, I was certain, would love the baby as much as I did, who would be the kind of role model that any kid would give his or her eye teeth for.
Ray was not offering me rose-tinted dreams and an impossibly romantic future together, but surely his proposal was just practical and honest.
"What are you afraid will happen if you say yes?"
His probing gaze lifted to mine.
"I'm not afraid of anything," I said, admiring the ring. I sighed and looked back at him. "You don't want to do this, Ray," I whispered. "I'm warning you. It'll just turn into a disaster if we get married."
Keeping his eyes on mine and not saying a word, he slowly pried open my fingers. If his hand would've been forceful and confident, I probably would've fought him harder. But as it was, his touch trembled with an uncertainty that tugged at my heartstrings.
We silently stared at each other as he slid the ring into place. It fit a little snugly, making me panic and suck in a breath, thinking it would never come off again. Then I grew even more unnerved because I didn't want it off.
My heart fluttered and I struggled to get it under control. Ray always made me feel things I never felt for anyone else. I raised my hand and looked at the ring.
This was simply overwhelming.
"You're not going to give up on this, am I right?"
"You are."
"Fine." Let the stubborn fool have his way for a little while. "But you asked for this. We'll try the whole marriage thing until it falls through. And when it does —which it will— I'm going to be right there in your face, saying I told you so."
Ray nodded. "All right then," he told me. He was clearly relieved. "We'll get married next Friday if that's good for you."
"Next Friday?" I said dumbly. "So soon?"
"Why wait? We'll get married before you start to show. I'm assuming you don't want a huge elaborate ceremony that would take months to plan. But I'm flexible if you want something different."
It scared me how easy it was to love him.
I swallowed and immediately put on my cool face again, ignoring the leap of excitement in my belly.
"Next Friday is okay, Ray. Let's get married."
He looked at me, and smiled. A mile wide smile. "It's not a death sentence, Kara. It's marriage."
"Is there any difference?" I said, trying to sound as if I were joking.
"We'll go for the marriage license at Town Hall tomorrow," Ray went on ignoring me. "Ten AM is good for you?"
"Yes."
"Good talk, fiancée," he said, with a wink.
+++
Next day, Ray and I were standing in line at the Town Hall waiting for our marriage license.
I paced a bit while my mind ricocheted from one extreme to another as we waited our turn for a license.
"Just go with it. He'll make a great dad," the tiny angel on my shoulder said. "Marrying Ray would be good for your baby. He's a good man."
Then, the devil on the other extreme, said, "He doesn't love you. He is damaged goods. Don't marry him for the wrong reasons."
The angel was right; I wanted my kid to have a good life, a stable life.
The older woman in front of us left with her dog license and gave us a smile on her way out.
"Next," the town clerk, Kylie Phillips, called. She was another gossip girl.
Ray grabbed my hand and pulled me forward.
"We'd like a marriage license," Ray whispered, though we were the only people left in the office.
"Oh, my, my, my," Kylie said, placing a hand on her heart. "So the rumors around town are true. Are you pregnant, Kara? I've been praying for you."



"Praying? Yeah, right. More like gossiping about me," I thought, biting my tongue. Luckily for her, I didn't bring my bat with me.
"The license?" Ray prompted, with a stern look on his face.
I must say I love how protective he was. Not that I needed anyone to protect me.
"Of course! Coming right up!" Kylie caroled. "My, aren't we in a hurry all of a sudden."
She spun her chair around to the wall of file cabinets behind her and scooted the chair toward a file drawer. Like standing up was too much work.
Ray grinned at me, and we both smiled.
Kylie scooted back to her desk with the form. She handed it to me. "Fill it out in full and bring it back to me."
Kylie handed me a pen to fill out the bride's section first. Ray did the same and we went out.
"It's official," Ray announced, as soon as we left the building. "We're getting married on Friday."
I liked it overall but I wished I could share his enthusiasm for our wedding.
How had my life gotten so wonky? One minute I was a single working girl, the next I was an almost married pregnant woman.
CHAPTER 14
I didn't go to work that day. Too much on my mind.
"How are you, Sis? I heard the news as soon as I got home from work," my sister said. She had come to visit. "I would've called you sooner, but Liam suggested you had to mellow out first."
My sister's husband had the magic touch with Jenny. He had pulled her out of her depression and changed her into a different woman.
"I'm fine, Jen. No worries."
"What made you finally say yes to Ray?" my sister asked.
"It was the right thing to do," I replied, trying to rest importance from the matter. "Why play hard to get? Ray is my baby's father. We're going to be a happy family."
"Don't give me that crap! You're talking with me," Jenny said, with a laugh. "Tell me the truth. Why the change of heart? You said Ray wasn't in love with you. You said that didn't want to marry him just because it was convenient."
"I'm taking a gamble. Win or lose. Ray would either end up hating me or loving me forever. Sometimes you need to take a leap of faith, and this is mine."
Then, I explained to Jenny about Ray's slip of the tongue after we had sex.
"Well, you certainly are taking a gamble with Ray. But you are making the right choice if you ask me," Jenny opined.
"I hope so," I sighed. "Maybe we'll grow on each other. You know, learn to love each other. Ray was my best friend in high school. We are best friends again. That is a great foundation for any relationship. He is amazing."
My mind flashed to the mind-blowing sex we shared.
"The wedding is really this Friday, as in three days away?"
"Yup."
"Oh, God, Kara! We can hardly plan anything good with so little time," Jenny complained. "We need to find you a dress and..."
"We don't want a big wedding. We just want to get it done and move on with our lives," I interrupted my sister.
"How many people are we talking about?" Jenny asked.
"Mom and Dad, you and your husband, of course," I said.
"What about your co-workers?"
"I don't want the crew there. It will complicate things, Jenny. They don't expect an invitation anyway."
"Besides I don't want Floyd Leland and Martha anywhere near the place that day."
"What about Ray's parents?"
"I have no idea. I'll let Ray handle that. But I think he won't invite them."
"Are they still on a cruise?"
I shrugged. "I'm not sure. I think things are not kosher with his parents. But, that's Ray's problem."
I saw my sister wanted to say something, but I talked faster than her.
"Jen, I appreciate what you're trying to do, but you're trying to complicate things, and we want to keep them simple."
"Okay, okay," Jenny said raising her palms. "I'll call you tomorrow to help you pick a dress, unless you want to get married in jeans and a T-shirt."
"Not a bad idea," I said, and I meant it.
Jenny chuckled. "I can almost hear Mom saying, 'This dress doesn't have enough sparkle', or "This one isn't traditional enough'."
We laughed hard.
"I love you, Jen," I said, hugging my sister.
+++
That evening, I asked Ray about his parents, and he said that they didn't need to be present at the wedding.
"I think it's best if we don't invite them. They'll probably side with your mother and insist on having a big wedding. We don't need that kind of pressure. We want to keep things simple. I'll call them after we're married. Trust me; it'll be better that way."
"Are you sure?"
"Absolutely," Ray lifted his gaze to mine." I don't want to be a bundle of nerves on our wedding day, I'm afraid I will be if my parents are there." Then, he adopted a serious tone of voice.
"Kara, you're going to be my wife. There shouldn't be any secrets between us. So I want to tell you everything about Amy. Kind of exorcise her from my system before our wedding."
I placed my hand on his. "Okay, how come you end up with someone like her? Don't take it the wrong way, but she doesn't seem your type of girl."
Ray scratched the back of his head, and twisted his mouth, "I have asked myself the same question over and over again. The first thing that always comes to my mind is that she kind of came with the job. She was always around at the office. To this day, I'm not sure if she was supposed to work there or she was just looking for a new lover."
"How did you two meet?"
"I had been working for her father for almost a year. Her old man liked me. You know me, I'm a good worker, responsible, I learn fast, I get along well with others, and always keep ahead of the game. He took me under his wing."
I nodded and invited him to go on.
"At some point, Amy's father started saying that I was like the son he never had."
"Oh, boy, that was an open invitation to date his daughter."
"Yeah, I thought the same. From that day on, Amy was always looking for an excuse to have lunch with me. One day, I asked her out for a date. The fact that she was also the kind of girl my parents would approve of played a part in my decision."
"Unlike me," I thought.
"Anyway, we dated for a few months and became exclusive, or so I thought. In hindsight, I believe she wanted to have a relationship with me because her father liked me and she knew he would approve of us being together."
"So she could keep being slut without her father suspecting anything."
Ray nodded. "That would be my educated guess, yes. If she was in a steady relationship with me, no one would suspect she was fucking every man in the building. Looking back, I think she never loved me, she just used me. I thought our love was real, but..." Ray forced his hand into fists, and gulped hard. "Anyway, she is part of my past, now. You are my future."
I took Ray's hands in mine, and gave him an encouraging smile.
"Her loss is my gain," I said, my throat aching with tears I didn't dare to shed. These darn hormones were really annoying.
"I'm damaged goods, Kara, and you deserve better."
"Don't you worry about that," I told Ray. "I'll help you heal. I don't want you to worry about what you can give me. Just give me what you can. That's all I need."
+++
Friday came too soon. My stomach churned with anxiety.
I literally couldn't move. I was feeling sick to the stomach, and I hurried into the bathroom and threw up until there was nothing left.
"Getting married at the Town Hall instead of church. You won't be married in the eyes of God," my mother exclaimed, while I puked my guts out.
Jenny rolled her chair between me and my mother.
"Mom, this is not the right time for this conversation. You're not helping. This is what Kara and Ray want. A simple wedding. If you can't respect that, maybe you shouldn't be here."
My mother snapped her jaw shut, and I mouthed "thank you," to my sister.
I brushed my teeth twice and rinsed my mouth with mouthwash.
Jenny had helped me to slip into my plain white dress. She had also done my hair and my makeup. Nothing fancy, of course, that was not my style and my sister knew it.
Dad drove us all to the Town Hall.
"So, uh, what do I get to do at this thing?" my father asked.
"Don't worry, Dad. This isn't one of those conventional weddings. You don't have to walk me down the aisle or anything," I said, placing my hand on his shoulder. "Just stand there and look happy."
"Oh," he said, and for a second I could've sworn he looked disappointed. But then he blew out a breath and gruffly, said "Thank God!"
We all laughed at that. Even mom.
We arrived half an hour early. A small group of curious people had already gathered at the entrance. Among them, I recognized the guys from work and their wives: Paul and Mary Olson, Percy and Laura Wittmore, Dennis and Linda Harris, and, of course, Floyd Leland and Martha. Just my luck. Tony Marino was there too, along with Red Harding and his wife Kat.
Ray was waiting outside of the Town Hall, trying not to shiver in the cold wind. He was wearing slacks, a starched shirt, and a tie. He looked great.
The groom was not supposed to see the bride before the wedding, so Ray had slept at Rolf Thorn's place, an old mate from high school.
Ray approached the car, and opened the door for me. His blue eyes took in my dress, and then rose to my face.
"You look stunning," Ray complimented me, and helped me out of the car.
I snorted. "Says the man who's damn-near wearing a tux. You look mesmerizing."
"No matter what you wear you always look gorgeous to me, Kara," he winked at me, and then asked, "Are you ready for this?"
"As ready as I can be. Could you hold me, please, I feel I'm going to break my neck in these shoes."
I grabbed his hand and looked into his soulful eyes; I felt peace in my heart. I couldn't be more comfortable with a decision in my life.
"I'll be fine as long as I don't throw up until the ceremony is finished," I said, smiling at him. "Let's do this."
He grinned, and his smile made my heart melt. I loved his full smile. He had been sad too long. What I liked even more was the fact I'd been the one to make his eyes crinkle and the corners of his lips tilt up.
Percy and Paul trooped directly toward me.
Percy was the first to speak. Holding out an envelope, he said, "Here. This is from all of us."
I stared at the envelope in surprise. I hadn't expected to receive gifts for marrying Ray. Getting him felt like a special present all by itself.
"Uh, thanks, guys," I said, feeling uncomfortable. "This is a very small event, you know, there is going to be no wedding reception."
"It's okay, Kara," Paul said. "We understand. We are here to share your happy day, and wish both of you the best."
I didn't want to get emotional before the wedding, so I just said, "Thank you, guys. You are the best." And I hugged them.
Ray shook their hands and thanked them.
"I think it's time to get started," Jenny announced loudly from her wheelchair. Liam was behind her pushing her chair.
The wedding was over twenty minutes after it started. It took longer to get everyone packed into the judge's chamber than it did to say our vows and sign our names on the certificate.
We stepped backward to make room for the witnesses so they could sign the license. Jenny was mine, and Rolf was Ray's. His wife, Rain, was standing at his side.
With the exchange of the rings and the phrase, "I do," the ceremony ended.
"I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride!" Judge Anderson said at last, with a smile spreading across his face.
While everyone clapped, Ray dipped me into a dramatic kiss.
I whispered to my brand-new husband, "Are you happy now?"
"Strangely enough, I am," he whispered back. "You?
"Strangely enough, I am happy too."
And I truly mean it.
We kissed while everyone clapped and cheered.
Somehow the whole community found out what was going on. When we came out of the courthouse all our friends were standing there and throwing rice.
Ray and I got into Dad's car and he drove away.
We held a small wedding reception at my parents' house with wedding cake.
CHAPTER 15
It was nearly midnight, when we broke away from my family and friends and finally arrived at my place. Sorry, OUR place.
I was Ray's wife!
We had decided to postpone our honeymoon. Ray's employer didn't grant him any time off for our wedding.
We walked arm in arm to the front door. Ray reached into his pocket to gather his key and unlock the door. Before I could say anything to him, he picked me up to carry me through the doorway as tradition expected and kicked the door closed with his foot.
"Which is our room now?" he asked.
"Mine," I said. "I have a double bed and complete bathroom. I cleaned out half of the closet and two drawers for you, too."
Ray blinked in surprise. "You cleaned the space out for me?"
"Yep, unless you want to stay in the guest room."
"No, thank you."
Unable to take it any longer, I blurted out the first thing that came to my head. "You know, I heard only eighty percent of Americans actually have sex on their wedding night."
Ray lifted his face. I could see his mind spinning, and it suddenly dawned on me how suggestive my comment sounded.
"What are you trying to say?" he asked, his voice cautious.
"I... I'm not trying to say anything," I answered, defensive. "I mean, I said what I wanted to say. I just thought it was weird so many people didn't—"
Damn, I was only burying myself deeper.
"I think it's weird, too," he returned quietly.
I nearly sighed in relief. Licking my lips, I darted a glance toward the doorway.
"So... do you want to—" he asked.
"Hell yeah," I cut in.
Ray reached for me and picked me up. I squirmed in his arms. "I don't need you to carry me, Ray." I kicked my feet, but it didn't do any good. His hold on me was a steel band across my body. "I can walk by myself."
"I love carrying you in my arms. I feel a bit like a caveman, and you are my girl."
"Ugh, ugh," I growled, and then laughed.
I had to close my eyes against the nausea. When I opened them again, we were inside my room. He didn't let me go but pushed me to straddle him.
"Thank God, thank God," I thought. "Something finally feels right."
Every single insecurity inside me melted away in Ray's arms.
I stripped my brand-new husband of his tie and shirt, and he did the same with my dress.
Ray paused when he realized I hadn't been wearing underwear. He glanced up and treated me to a questioning look.
I smiled, hoping he'd appreciate his wedding gift.
On a wink, I explained, "And you say only single people go commando."
He chuckled. Then he pressed his mouth to mine, and his kiss tasted like laughter, sunlight, and heaven.
He took his time, kissing my cheek, and my jaw, working his way up to my ear and down my neck. I slid my fingers into the hair at the nape of his neck. His lips met mine, soft at first, then more demanding. I opened for him, and his tongue slid along mine, stroking, imitating the mating I was starting to crave as long-dormant parts of me heated and came to life again. Geez, I was already hot and wet and aching for more.
I groaned and clutched his hair. After backing me onto the bed, Ray set a hand on my knee, moved my thighs apart, and knelt between my open legs. As he touched me with his tongue, I gasped and arched. "Oh, Gosh, Ray."
Wanting to reciprocate, I said, "Wait a second."
He stopped and looked up in concern as if he was worried I was going to stop him. But I merely wiggled my hips around until my feet were by the headboard and my face was in his crotch.
"I'll do you while you do me," I explained, spreading his fly apart and taking him into my hand. "Is it always this hard?"
"You never noticed? It's almost always like that when I'm around you."
At the first touch of my mouth, he shivered in pleasure.
"Oh, yeah. I've noticed. It was hard not to. Pun intended."
"Oh, holy God," Ray groaned, as I stroked him with my tongue from base to tip. "You're killing me, love."
He moaned loudly. I glanced up at him then.
"Lie back and enjoy it."
I looked up at Ray, making eye contact, and then gave a suck. I heard him moan and sucked more, although still a bit tentatively. Then, I increased the rhythm and started pumping him with my left hand while I sucked, more and more eagerly.
"Kara, you have to stop. I can't hold it," Ray said. He had been holding my head as I sucked him.
I was a woman possessed, sucking, slurping, and licking. I knew he wouldn't last long at this rate. A deep groan came from Ray's mouth. "Kara. Oh, Gosh."
He was shivering, and trembling, his sac tightened, giving me my only warning before he erupted in my mouth. His groan echoed around me. I swallowed again and again. I continued sucking, concentrating on the head of his dick and swallowed every drop.
"Hurry, I need you. Now," he growled, his eyes already unfocused and glassy.
I was surprised to see that his cock was already hard again.
I gave an expectant wriggle, as Ray turned me onto my side and began to stroke my bottom, the other hand sliding up around my waist and from there to cup a swollen breast.
I was already wet and my nipples were hard as rocks. Without a word, he started kissing me, hard; and then he sucked on my tits, while I moaned and held his head; and then he slid down and ate my pussy until I screamed in pleasure.
I felt him pressing against me, so hard and so ready. Ray rolled me over face down with a couple of pillows under me, slid my thighs apart, and jammed his cock into my soaking pussy. And he fucked the living hell out of me.
We rocked back and forth, slowly at first. As the rocking increased in intensity, he started fucking in earnest. I started bucking into him, meeting every thrust of his hips and I started to moan.
He kept it going and then the moaning became a loud, squeaking whimper as I started to cum, groaning and thrusting wildly, and he collapsed on top of me. It was all magical, all intense.
His face was sweaty, as he lay down beside me, exhausted. "I love you," I whispered in his ear, after kissing him softly on the cheek.
I came three times, and then I lay there, panting like I'd just run a marathon.
The rest of the night seemed to race by. If we weren't making love, we were recovering from making love.
"I like starting our married life this way," he murmured.
"I second that. I loved every minute," I purred like a contented cat, and stretched out my arms above my head.
"You'd better get used to it," he laughed. "There's a lot more where that one came from."
Words, no matter how well written, cannot describe the feeling of making love with someone you love.
Watching Ray laugh caused something inside me to spark. And I fell in love... completely, hopelessly, irreversibly in love with my husband, and that scared me more than I was willing to admit.
CHAPTER 16
The rest of the weekend, I was in cloud nine. Family and friends left us alone and we enjoyed spending our time in bed.
The next Monday, I wasn't feeling well. I still had morning sickness.
Ray was worried, but I assured him I was fine.
"You go to work. Relaxing at home sounds like a good idea," I said, rubbing my tummy.
"I call Jenny and ask her to keep me company if necessary. I'll go and get some groceries. I have a craving for pecan pie and whipped cream."
"Are you sure you don't need me to stay?"
"I'm fine. I think I bought all the pregnancy books on the market. Today, it's a good opportunity to read some of them."
"Okay. Promise me you'll call me if you don't feel well."
"I will."
Most of the books I read scared the crap out of me. However, I couldn't stop reading them; it was almost like a compulsion. Sometimes, I wondered if I'd just be better off winging it and not researching every single detail of my pregnancy. That way, I wouldn't know about "this thing that could happen" or "that other thing that might happen if I do this or don't do that." Or because something that happened to me ten years ago could mean this or that.



I found myself wondering if I had ever been around any lead paint, or if I had had rubella.
I switched on the TV, and I came across a reality show that promised to take me through one woman's pregnancy to the birth of her baby.
"It can't hurt," I thought. And therefore, I began to watch.
Bad idea!
The show started innocently enough, and the woman walked around a big city being all pregnant and beautiful. She shopped a little and made a good home-cooked meal for herself in her fabulous apartment, while she chatted about the home birth she was planning on having and the nurse who would assist.
"Not a bad life," I thought.
Then, all of a sudden, the show took a dark turn. She was in labor. She had what they called "back labor" where the contractions were in her back. She was in some major pain. She got down on all fours and howled like a wolf with each contraction. It was almost like watching The Exorcist. Her nurse held her hand. Her husband hovered nervously around. The nurse took her into the bathroom. She got into the bathtub, and then back into the living room. The husband disappeared. She was in enormous pain.
Why hadn't she gone to the hospital? That woman needed drugs! She didn't want drugs, she wanted a natural birth.
I found myself screaming to the screen, "You're an idiot! Are you out of your freaking mind?"
I couldn't watch anymore. But I couldn't tear my eyes away from the screen. She finally pushed the baby out and let out a scream that would break glass. The baby was fine. The woman was happy. The husband was suddenly back in the picture.
Two weeks later, she sat holding a cute baby and talking about how wonderful being a mom was.
I knew I definitely wasn't having a home birth after seeing that!
I decided that it was better to just look at stuff in the books whenever I had a particular question rather than seeking out stuff to worry about by reading them.
I needed to distract myself, so when Jenny called, asking if I wanted to go shopping for baby necessities I said yes.
There was just one baby shop in Middletown. By the time I pushed Jenny's chair into the store, I regretted my decision.
"Holy baby stuff," I breathed, stopping at the entrance to gawk at the rows and rows of infant paraphernalia.
"Do I really need all this crap?" I blurted out.
Jenny laughed, patted my hand, and rolled into the store. "Let's start at this end."
To my horror, we went through the entire place, stopping in every freaking aisle. Jenny tried to teach me the art of comparative and bargain shopping, but it didn't take. I had to admit, though, that some of the stuff Jenny discovered was adorable. Unlike my sister, however, I was able to contain her 'oohing' and 'awing'.
The only item to provoke an actual response from me was a bib reading "I love my Daddy". I imagined the smile on Ray's face and I smiled, too. Jenny sent me a knowing smile and tossed it into the cart.
They also had an adorable cot mobile with baby animals on it. It didn't look cheap and nasty like some of them and it turned out that they were handmade in town and sold in this shop and over the Internet.
Jenny turned towards me, holding up the box. "This is from Auntie Jenny!"
"Thank you, Jen."
By seven o'clock that evening, I was dead tired. I left Jenny at her place and finally drove back home. My muscles ached in places I didn't know I had muscles, and my ankles were slightly swollen. Feeling giddy, though, I realized the expectant Mommy bug had finally bitten. I started thinking about the baby to come.
Would it be a boy or a girl? Would it look more like me or Ray?
Though Jenny had successfully instilled me with excitement for a future of parenthood, I was ready to drop into the nearest bed when I got to my place at a quarter to eight. I frowned when I realized nearly every light in the house was glowing.
Ray opened the front door before I had my car parked. "Where have you been?" he growled as soon as I jumped out of the driver's seat. "When I came home you weren't here. I called your phone but you left it here on the kitchen counter and I—"
"Just a sec," I said, shoving two shopping bags of baby stuff at him and bulldozing past. "I have to pee like a racehorse."
He fumbled to catch everything and could only sputter as I sprinted inside.
When I exited, he was carrying my purchases inside.
"You went shopping?"
"Yeah," I gave a breathless reply, still winded from my dash to the bathroom. "Jenny called and talked me into baby shopping. I didn't want to be rude, so I said okay. Plus, she convinced me I needed to start getting ready for our kid now."
"Jenny?" Ray frowned.
"Yes, Jenny," I repeated. "You know... my sister?"
His jaw dropped as he stared at me. Then he exploded. "Geez, Kara! I've been going out of my mind with worry, and you were shopping with your sister?"
I straightened. "You were worried? Why?"
He made a disbelieving sound. "Why do you think? I had no idea where you were. You weren't here. I called you, but your phone was here. For all I knew, you could've passed out while you were driving and been lying dead in some ditch." His voice broke.
His concern was cute but slightly exaggerated.
"I'm sorry, Ray. I forgot my phone. It happens a lot. I'm not used to having to check with someone else."
"It's a common courtesy to let your husband know where you're going to be," he said, in a stern voice.
"Well, excuse me, Mr. Perfect. But I've never been married before. And it's been a long damn time since I've been accountable to anyone for anything."
Yeah, my temper got the worst of me.
Ray linked all ten fingers together and rested them on the back of his head as he stared up at the ceiling and appeared to be silently counting to ten.
When he was done, he exhaled slowly, and calmly said, "All right. You're right. But next time, could you please just leave a note, send me a text, smoke signals... anything to tell me what your plans are so I won't worry?"
"You're right. I'll give you Jenny's number just in case."
He nodded. I typed my sister's number in Ray's phone and then hugged him tightly. "I'm sorry; I didn't realize you'd be so concerned. I didn't even think to tell you about my change in plans."
"Thank you." There was a expression on his face that I couldn't read.
He pivoted on his heels and strode away. He proceeded to carry the rest of my purchases inside and placed them in the room intended for our baby.
Ray stood in the middle of the room, looking at the empty walls. I linked my arms with his and rested my head on his shoulder.
"I'm messing up, aren't I? I don't want our marriage to be a disaster. I don't want to fail as a wife. Are you mad at me?" I asked.
Ray smiled down at me. "What? I thought you were mad at me. You might be thinking I am a control freak."
"I'm not mad. I know you, Ray. You might have changed after what happened to you, but deep inside you are still the same person. You were truly worried about me," I said, my voice was shaky.
"Yeah, I was," he admitted. "I'm glad you're excited about the baby. I'm sorry, I didn't want to ruin such a special moment."
I elbowed him, and said, "You don't need to apologize. I think it's cute you were worried about me."
"That's what husbands are for," he smiled slightly.
"For that, and for having sex, too. We're still on our honeymoon, I want to make love to you like there's no tomorrow."
Ray smiled wide. "Race you to the bedroom."
CHAPTER 17
"How is married life going, Kara?" Tony asked me as we sat at The Jammed. I loved the way he said 'Cara,' the way it rolled off his tongue with just a hint of an Italian accent. I had come to ask him for a recipe for his pasta. Several cooking magazines considered him the best chef in the state. I wanted to cook a special meal for Ray.
Tony knew more about my life than anyone else, except for my sister and Ray. He was a good listener and a very empathetic person. For all purposes, he had become one of my best friends.
I took a sip of tea and shrugged. "Better than expected. Being married to Ray feels right."
"I sense a 'but' coming on," Tony said.
"But being married and pregnant in the space of months still feels weird," I told him. "Last Monday, Ray and I had kind of a fight about a stupid thing."
"In my experience, there is no such thing as a 'stupid fight' in a relationship. What did you fight about?" Tony sipped his coffee and looked at me.
"He was worried because I went out with Jenny to buy the baby's stuff and I came home late. He was worried thinking something might have happened to me."
"Understandable. I bet you didn't leave a note, and your phone was off."
I twisted my mouth and nodded. Tony knew me too well.
"My phone wasn't off, I left it on the kitchen counter, but it's all the same. Ray couldn't reach me and he went ballistic about it. The thing is I'm not used to people checking on me. You know me."
Tony nodded. "I do know you."
"I'm afraid one day I'm going to do something that will drive Ray away. I need to get used to being a wife. I want us to have a real marriage. But, on the other hand, I don't want to get too emotionally dependent on someone."
"Including, Ray?"
"I don't know. That's the big question, isn't it?"
"Kara, sweetie, on one hand, you'll never be emotionally dependent on anyone. You are a strong, independent woman. But, on the other hand, love is a state of vulnerability," Tony said. "In loving, we are affected strongly by the other person and we share that effect. We are also affecting the other person in deep ways. This mutual practice of giving and receiving is an everyday ritual when we know true love. This is the most precious gift that love offers, the experience of knowing we always belong. Love is ultimately about vulnerability, courage, and growth."
"How come you know so much about love, Tony?" I asked, smiling gently at him.
"Life lessons," he explained, "I went through a lot of things, especially with my family, I made mistakes and learned from them. I found a new family here in Middletown. I'm Uncle Tony now. I also read some wonderful books."
"Can you lend me some of them? I threw out all the pregnancy books I bought, and I need new reading material."
He raised an eyebrow, and I just said, "Long story short, they gave me the creeps."
Tony laughed at that.
"Back to your concerns, love is not about NEEDING a person; it's about giving yourself freely to a person you trust and respect. I doubt Ray will give you up. You're a wonderful and caring woman. Besides, he loves you."
Tony's words made me turn my head at him, "How do you know?"
"I was there when you and Ray got married, sweetie. I knew the look in your husband's eyes. It was true love," Tony explained."
I looked at him, with my mouth open.
"What? How can you know something like that?"
Tony smiled, "Kara, Kara, Kara, you can be so blind when it comes to figuring out how the other person feels. Trust me on this. Ray loves you. He is IN LOVE with you."
I shook my head. "You're wrong. Ray said he doesn't want to love anyone. He said love hurts. He doesn't want to let anyone hurt him again. And I get what he says. Imagine loving someone and then finding out that she was cheating on you the whole time you were together. That must be... shattering," I shivered at the thought.
"I suppose now we are talking about Ray's ex-girlfriend."
"Yep, also known as 'the bitch'."
We both laughed.
"Sometimes you can't help falling in love, even when you try not to," Tony went on. "You can try not to fall in love with someone, but it won't work. If your feelings are true, you'll surrender to them in the end. You're a very lovable person, Kara, and Ray is a great guy. Things will work for you two. I just know it."
I snorted. "I'm a hard person to love."
"That's not true, sweetie," Tony said.
I looked at my phone. It was getting late. "I need to buy some groceries and get dinner started before Ray gets home."
Tony made a face. "You've done a lot for your sister. Now, you're helping, Ray. You do too much for everyone else and nothing for yourself. Your heart is too big, Kara."
"No such thing as a heart that's too big, my mom used to say."
"True," Tony admitted. "That's why we get along so well. I'm here if you need me. By the way, being pregnant suits you. You look gorgeous. Ray is a lucky man."
He walked me to the front door and I hugged him tightly. I needed it. It had been a tumultuous month and he was my safe space.
"You're the best," I said to Tony.
He put his arms around me and held me. "I love you too, Kara."
++++
When I stepped into our place, Ray was there, waiting for me. He looked serious again.
"What now?"
"Hi, I'm so glad you're home early," I smiled at him and placed the bags on the counter. "Dinner will be ready in one hour."
"Who were you with this afternoon?"
I blinked, "What?"
"I was driving by the main square and saw you hugging a man. Tall, handsome, black hair..."
"That was Tony. You should've come by and talk to us. He's one of my best friends. He helped me a lot when you left for college."
I could see Ray was blushing. He knew he had overreacted again.
I smiled sadly at him. "You think I'm sleeping with Tony?"
"Are you?"
I burst out laughing for what had to be a full minute.
"Of course, not! Tony is a friend. Just a friend. We'd never."
"You were hugging him. It looked like it was more than friendly," Ray pushed.
I was angry now. I clenched my hands into fists. This talk could escalate at any point. I had to calm myself down. I knew he was jealous and, most importantly, I knew why. It wasn't about Ray not trusting me.
I took his hand and we sat on the couch, together.
I looked at Ray straight in the eye. "I thought you knew me better than that. I'll never lie to you. Well, I'll tell a good old white lie like anyone else, but not about something so important." I took both his hands into both of mine. "Tony is a sweet guy but he is gay. Completely gay. Ask anyone in town and they'll tell you. Even if I walked around him naked, he'd not care, and the same on my side. But even if he weren't gay, I would never cheat on you. I will never betray you."
He swallowed. There was no doubt Ray believed everything I was saying. He looked ashamed. "I'm sorry, Kara. I'm so, so sorry. I'm such an idiot."
He swept me up in his arms. I could feel he was about to cry. "Amy did a number on me, didn't she? You are not her, of course, I should have known that," he looked at me, and muttered, "I'm sorry. It won't happen again. I'll look for someone who can help me with this."
I hugged him and patted him, "It's okay, Ray. I understand where you're coming from. If you think you need to talk with a therapist I'm right behind you."
He gave me a sad smile. "I should have trusted you. Believed in you."
I took a step back. "Do you trust me now, Ray?"
Without any doubt, Ray nodded. "Yes. I know you, you're not out to hurt or cheat on me. You're just a woman who's in love with her man."
I smiled at him and gave him a loving kiss. "You're darn right about that."
"I'm not Mr. Perfect after all. I've made mistakes and will make a lot more over the years. I'm sorry I—"
"Shh..." I hushed him and took his face between my hands. "No one's perfect, I'm not perfect, and you're not perfect. Welcome to the club! Perfection is boring if you ask me. But, you're perfect for me."
I was determined to make our marriage work, even if it meant that I had to slay every dragon in our way.
"Sometimes I feel so lost. But you are my North Star, Kara. Please, don't give up on me."
Emotions engulfed me, I covered my mouth with my hands and burst into tears.
"Never," I said. And I meant it.
I was in love with Ray, I wanted to make our marriage work... not just work. I wanted to make it succeed. I wanted it to be permanent, and I wanted to be as important to him as... well, as he was important to me.
"Now, help me with this recipe I got from Tony. It's the pasta you liked."
CHAPTER 18
Ray and I ate pasta, cuddled in front of the TV, and then went to bed. Making love with Ray was as amazing as the first night.
The next morning, my pussy was sore and my heart was full of love. I'd taken a shower and my hair was damp, curling softly around my shoulders. I went to work humming a love song. I was wearing a yellow maxi sundress. Jeans didn't fit me anymore.
Dennis Harris sniffed the air, and paused to send me a strange look.
"What?" I asked as I moved by.
"Are you okay?" he asked, wrinkling his face and sending me the strangest expression.
I frowned. "Sure. Why?"
He shrugged. "I don't know. You're humming Phil Collins, and wearing perfume. You're just acting awfully... girly all of the sudden."
I rolled my eyes and ignored him. "Well, thank God I'm a girl then."
"She has been balling someone." Floyd added.
"When one sleeps with one's husband, it's not called balling," Dennis corrected Floyd.
I cheerfully gave them both a finger.
Dennis and Floyd continued to watch me, but I kept ignoring them. After a moment, Floyd said, "The pregnancy hormones are really messing with you, aren't they?"
When I glanced his way, Floyd actually looked concerned, like there might really be something medically wrong with me.
"Shut up, Floyd! Do I need to start carrying my bat again?" I muttered, and kept checking the papers in my hand.
His face cleared, and his shoulders slumped in relief. Then he turned and strode off. I could've sworn I heard him say, "Thank God," as he walked away.
I stared after him for a moment, absolutely stunned.
Dennis laughed his ass off.
Maybe there was something wrong with me. If there was, I knew exactly what the source was. My husband. If I'd changed, it was purely his fault. Ray made my emotions go haywire.
I started humming again. Being married wasn't a bad thing at all.
+++
By five o'clock, I'd stopped by Jenny's, and we talked for a long time, discussing my married life. I remembered to send Ray a message to let him know where I was. I even wrote "I love you" at the end and added a couple of hearts. He sent a text back saying that it was okay, and that he was going to be late. At the end he wrote, "I love you too" with three hearts.
I told my sister everything about the misunderstandings I had with Ray.
"Kara," Jenny said. "His ex cheated on him for the entire time they were together. He obviously has trust issues."
"Duh, I understand that. Based on what Ray told me, his ex is a cold-heart psycho bitch. But I am nothing like her. He should know that."
"It's not about you. It's about him not being able to trust again. Seeing you hugging Tony triggered something in Ray. He handled it fairly well, considering where he's coming from."
I twisted my mouth, and nodded thinking hard. "Yes, he did. He came to me, we talked about it, and we sorted it out."
"There is something else bothering you," my sister could always read my thoughts.
"Yeah, I get that his cheating ex turned Ray wary and he has trust issues, but I can't walk on eggshells around him. That's not me."
"Ray trusts you, Kara. Otherwise, he wouldn't have talked to about what he saw with you. He just needed reassurance. If he didn't trust you, there is no way he would have married you.
"He knows any distrust for you is stemming from paranoia and has to keep that under control daily. He has been conditioned not to trust his own feelings and decisions at the cruel hands of heartache, pain and loss."
"Ray says he doesn't want to love again. He said loving someone hurts."
"I can understand where he comes from. Do you remember what happened when I tried dating and they knew I was in a wheelchair?"



"Yes, I remember. You were about to give up on love."
Jenny nodded.
"Put yourself in Ray's place. He poured out all his love to someone who seemed to be the one, only to found out his entire relationship with her had been a lie. It must have been heartbreaking. Once these feelings wore off, he felt he could breathe again, but, he doesn't want to go through something like this again. So the thought of loving again is terrifying however necessary to heal."
I nodded indicating that I was following her.
"Do you love Ray, Kara? Do you truly love him?"
"Yes," I said without a doubt. "I love Ray with all my heart."
"Do you think he is the one for you?"
"Yes, I have known since we were in high school."
"Then, don't give up on him. Love Ray with all your heart and don't stop. He will come around and love you. Ray has a long road ahead. Some days you're going to feel like it's hopeless, and you might want to stop loving him. Men who went through this hurt also came back stronger. He'll do anything to make you happy and keep your relationship going because he believes in it. No one can hurt this deep without first being capable of loving on this deep of a level, as well.
"Only true love can heal his suffering. I know you feel like it is one way, but this bothers him too, and he feels more helpless every day because he feels the fear of losing you before he can show you the love you need in return. If you help Ray mend his trust and stick around; you will have a devoted man for life. He'll never leave you. He'll never lie. He'll never cheat. He'll be yours completely. So, be his. Love your husband, Kara. Be patient with him. You got this."
"Wow! I didn't know you were so wise about relationships," I said, looking at my sister with new eyes.
"I was in Ray's place. You know my story. My first boyfriend left when he knew I was going to be in a wheelchair for life."
"I still think I should have smashed Gordon's balls with my bat."
Jenny laughed. "You scared him to death. Then no one seemed to be able to see beyond the wheelchair. I was ready to give up on love when I met Liam. My love story with him wasn't easy. You know that because you played a big part in it. At first, I lied to Liam about being in a wheelchair. A lie by omission, but a lie anyway. It took him some time to trust in me again. But he didn't give up on me. His love healed my soul. We had and still have many obstacles to overcome because I'm handicapped. But we love each other, and we climb every mountain together."
+++
Ray came home late that night just as he had told me.
"I'm in the bedroom," I yelled from our bed. "There are leftovers in the refrigerator."
"It's okay. I already ate something," he yelled back.
I was lying with the covers tucked up to my armpits and a load of pillows propping up my back. I was reading a paperback novel.
He looked at me, and then at the title of the book I was reading. An amused smile came to his lips.
"What in the world are you reading?"
"It's sappy romance novel, Jenny lent it to me. It's not half bad. There are some great sex scenes in here." I wiggled my eyebrows. "I'm learning lots of neat tricks."
After stripping off his button-up shirt, Ray tugged his undershirt from his jeans. "Why are you reading a romance novel?" he asked, sending me an odd look.
I rolled my eyes and sighed. "Why not?"
I nearly sighed aloud as he pulled his T-shirt off, leaving his chest bare. His pecs glistened in the dim light from my bedside reading lamp. He was so beautiful. He probably didn't even realize his striptease was turning me on like crazy.
"It's not the kind of book you like to read. I remember in high school we were both fans of The Hunger Games," Ray said. He sat on the edge of the mattress to tug off his socks. "We used to run into the woods pretending we were both tributes."
"Oh, I loved that game! We were well into it," my mind got lost in happy memories.
Ray took my hand in his, and looked into my eyes, "Kara, if you are reading sappy novels because you want it, then I'm all for it. But if you are trying to change because you think I want it, then stop. I like you just the way you are."
Stunned, I bolted upright, my finger unconsciously slipping from the page I'd marked.
"You do?"
About to toss his socks toward the laundry hamper across the room, Ray turned to eye me with an incredulous lift of his eyebrows. "Do you have any doubts about it?"
"Some men prefer girly women with their frou-frou hairdos, smelly perfumes and designer clothes. Your ex was like that," I told him in no unnecessary terms.
Ray froze. "Yeah, and she cheated on me with every man she could."
I brought his hand to my heart. "Ray, you know I'm nothing like her. You know me; I am still the same girl that was your best friend in high school."
"I know, Kara. I want to apologize again for not trusting in you. The problem it's not you. It's me. I talked with a shrink today. That's why I was late."
"You did?"
"Yes, someone at work told me about this therapist, so I called him and he had a free hour today. If our relationship is going to work, I need to work on healing myself."
"I understand, and I support you."
"But back where we started, Kara, listen to me and listen me good. You have the same taste in movies I do. I get to see all the great action and sci-fi flicks and haven't had to watch a single sappy romantic drama yet since we've been married. You prefer sports to the cooking and home decorating channels. Plus you're fun to talk to because you're into the same things I like, and you've never once tried to stuff healthy food like salads and vegetables down me. Our relationship is stress free."
"Now that I'm pregnant, I'm eating healthier," I said, placing a hand on my tummy.
"True," Ray placed his hand on top of mine.
"But—"
"I haven't finished yet. "You don't ask me what I'm feeling every three minutes. If I'm not talking, you don't think it's because I'm mad at you. I like how you don't clutter the bathroom with a load of useless perfume bottles because, to me, nothing smells as good as a plain, clean woman. You are fun to hang out with. Intelligent and thoughtful. You're kind, beautiful, charming, knowledgeable, and most importantly, you have a heart the size of Alaska. You have been extremely patient with my trust issues.
"It's like... you have all the perks and none of the downfalls. In fact, you just might be the perfect woman. So, don't go telling me what I don't prefer. I know what I like. And I like everything about you just as it is. If you even think about trying to change, we're going to have problems."
I could only stare at my husband in awe.
"You really don't mind me being the way I am?"
"No," he murmured against my ear. "I actually love it."
He kissed me long and lovingly, before I pulled away. "Well, in that case," I muttered, wiggling out from under him to get free, "I'm going to change."
"Change?" Ray asked, frowning as he sat up to give me space.
When I ripped aside the covers to expose the silk and lace two-piece I was wearing, his mouth fell open.
"Oh, God," he breathed, his eyes soaking in the skimpy bra and thong set.
"I'll be right back," I said, popping off the bed to head toward the bathroom.
"Whoa! Stop right there," he called, leaping after me and hooking an arm around my waist to drag me back. "Let's not be too hasty now."
"So, this isn't at all frou-frou or girly, huh?"
"Hell no," he growled, fumbling a little in his haste to shed the bra. "This is what I call drop-dead gorgeous."
I purred when his caress found the center of my heat. Sliding my panties down my thighs, he nibbled his way up my throat.
"You're too much of a woman, and some men are scared of you because they know they'll never be able to handle you."
I lifted an eyebrow. "Oh, but you think you can handle me, huh?" My voice held a certain challenge even though my eyes sparked with pleasure at his true meaning.
Ray grinned and tossed my underwear over his shoulder. "No, not really. But that's not going to stop me from trying."
CHAPTER 19
The next morning, I woke up satisfied and hungry. Those stupid books I read said that an increased appetite is a common pregnancy symptom, but I had to start watching what I eat. I didn't want to look like a whale.
I slept as peacefully and as innocently as a child. I stared at the curve of her belly as my thoughts repeated themselves in my mind.
A child.
A wild leap of something like joy jumped unexpectedly in my chest.
A child!
And not just any child. This was Ray's child.
No matter what the circumstances, the procreation of life was always a miracle.
An hour later, I showered, dressed, and went to work. I dropped by the office first thing. After checking the emails and answering machine to find no one had left us any pressing matters to attend to, I decided to head out and spend the day in the field. For some reason, I wanted to be active today.
"Why the long face, Kara?" Paul Olson asked me, as soon as he stepped inside the office.
"Do I need a reason? I'm pregnant. I feel like felt like an overfilled water balloon."
Paul raised his hands in a peace gesture. "Just checking on you?"
"I miss my husband and feel pathetic for wanting to be with Ray nonstop. There, I said it. Happy now?"
"You're a newlywed. Of course, you want to spend every waking hour with your loved one. I could barely stand being away from Mary when we got married," Paul shared with me. "It will get worse when you have your baby."
Paul surprised me because he was usually very reserved about his personal life.
He was right, I was, indeed, a newlywed, it suddenly struck me we'd totally bypassed a honeymoon. I should ask Ray tonight if he wanted to go away for a few days. We had a long weekend ahead.
I grinned. Ray would probably want to see a NASCAR race, which was perfectly fine by me. Maybe I should tell him I wanted to attend the craft fair.
"Do you know what we need?" I asked Ray that evening, as soon as he entered our place.
"What's that?" he asked, leaning down to give me a kiss.
"A short honeymoon. We have been riding an emotional roller coaster since you came back to Middletown. We deserve some days of rest and relaxation."
Ray laughed. "That'd be nice, but what about my job"
"There is a four-day holiday weekend soon. I think we should go somewhere and just relax."
"I don't know, Kara. You're pregnant."
"So? Being pregnant doesn't mean I'm sick. I'm just a bit plump, and I need to pee a lot. Come on, Ray, we can see a NASCAR race."
"Tempting, but I don't feel like being around noise and crowds."
"Then, let's fly to Florida. We can sit on hammocks while waves crash onto the beach around us. I can go to the spa and get pampered and we can take moonlight walks and dinner under the stars."
"Not a bad idea. Let me make some calls. I'll handle it."
+++
I always hated flying. All these people packed into a sardine can soaring high in the sky.
Ray helped me off the flight. His arm was cinched tightly around my waist, holding me up. I spent the majority of the flight in the small overly cramped bathroom throwing up. It was the food. That's what I told Ray. But in all honesty, the moment I smelled the processed chicken in First Class I knew it was going to be a long flight. He tried to comfort me. He even held me while I tried to sleep.
Here he was holding me as we walked through the terminal to our waiting car. He helped me in and gave the driver the address to our hotel.
Ray woke me up when we arrived at the hotel.
I didn't want to depend on him, but right then I needed him. I needed the comfort he was willing to give me. I leaned to the side and rested my head on his shoulder. He wrapped his arm around me, holding me to him. I couldn't resist and rested my arm along his waist. It felt good to be in his arms.
"Just a few more minutes, love," he whispered, and shivered with emotion.
"Thank you for being so loving and caring." I stepped forward and put my arms around him, giving him a hug.
"It's in the husband's job description somewhere, isn't it?" Ray pulled me tighter to his body and kissed the top of my head. I sighed, melting into him. I liked that he wasn't afraid to touch me even though my belly was starting to make me look bigger. Most guys would be turned off, but not Ray.
Ray walked us to our room. A surprise awaited me: the wall at the edge of the room was missing, giving us access to the water. We stood there, looking out at the beach while in our suite. Nothing was stopping us from running through the room and out to the water. I couldn't imagine how we stood safe at night and maybe I was missing some sliding doors, but this was beautiful and I loved it.
"It's a private beach. The honeymoon was my parents' gift for our wedding," Ray said, reading my thoughts. "I called them and we talked a lot about everything. Why don't you take a shower and change into your swimsuit?"
I did as he suggested. The water felt good. I didn't know how long I stood under the spray, but it was long enough for my body to feel watered down. I put on my swimsuit and ran my fingers through my wet hair.
When I opened the door, Ray was standing by the bed, staring out into the sea. He turned and smiled.
He sat down and patted the spot at his side. "I want you to listen to me. Over these past few months, I've grown to know you pretty well again and if I'm being honest, we are better friends now than we were in the past. I can be myself when I'm around you and not the moody and depressed guy I was when I arrived in Middletown. You let me be an idiot and you still didn't look down at me."
I nodded, earning a smile from him.
He pulled me into his arms. "I want to take care of you. I want us to be a real married couple. I even want to fight with you so that we can make up with each other."
Ray looked down at the ring in his hand.
"I love you, Kara." He paused, and added, "I'm IN LOVE with you."
I was speechless, shaking from head to toe.
"Come again?" I whispered in awe.
"You always were the one for me, love." Ray gave me absolutely zero time to absorb his words before he threw more of them at me. "I should've told you before. I want this. We're going to be partners in everything. I'm sorry it took me so long to realize you're the one for me. I'm an idiot."
"Well I won't argue with you about that, but you're my idiot."
Ray came behind me, pressing his chest against my back. His hands moved around me and rested on my stomach. His thumbs moved up and down. He kissed my collarbone, moving to my shoulder.
"I trust you with my heart. I know you'll take good care of it," he whispered in my ear.
"I'll protect it with my life. And I trust you with mine," I looked into his eyes, and whispered, "My love."
+++
We had a wonderful time, full of love and relaxing activities. I never thought someone like Ray could be this romantic.
Hey, I never thought someone like me could be this romantic.
We walked hand in hand into a restaurant and sat on the stools while we waited for a table.
We posted a lot of photos on our social media to keep our friends and family informed about our honeymoon activities. Suddenly, the door to the bar opened and a woman made an entrance, turning every head in the place. She was impossible to ignore. She looked around like a predator looking for her prey. Once she spotted Ray, she walked straight to him.
My husband was the prey, and, if I was not wrong, his bitch of an ex was chasing after him.
I put my phone away and studied her. Everything in her screamed money, from her shoes, which were no doubt by some new designer, to her hair styled to perfection.
The bitch looked like a real-life Barbie doll. She was wearing a short black dress. I hated to admit she looked truly sexy. Everything about her was refined.
She sat on a stool next to my husband, and said, "Hello, Ray-Ray."
Okay, it was official: I hated her.
Ray closed his eyes at the sound of his ex's voice but ignored her, and kept looking at me and drinking his beer.
"Hello, Ray-Ray," the bitch greeted him again a bit louder.
"I heard you the first time, slut. I was ignoring you."
A smile came to my lips. This was going to be interesting.
Ray took a deep breath and then glared at his ex. His eyes were full of revulsion. The phrase "if looks could kill" suddenly ran through my mind.
The slut flinched.
"Ray-Ray, please. Don't start calling me names. It's not nice," she pouted.
"If the shoe fits... Look, I know it's no coincidence that you're here on our honeymoon. I suppose you were stalking my Instagram account, saw me and my wife, and decided to ruin our honeymoon, as you ruined everything else in my life. It's not going to happen. The last time I saw you, I was watching a photo on your phone showing you swallowing a man's cock down your throat. Every time I look at you I want to throw up. We are done, Amy. You are nothing but a disgusting slut to me. I'm married to a wonderful woman and she is expecting our first baby," Ray placed his arm around me and pulled me close.
I smiled wide at the bitch, showing all my teeth, I was so proud of my husband. I was pretty sure this wasn't easy for him.
"Dramatic much, Ray-Ray?"
Ray shrugged. "Just keeping it real."
She ordered a white wine spritzer, and I couldn't help but laugh. What a stuck-up bitch.
The slut studied me from head to toe and decided I was no competition for her. Then, she said, "Who are you?"
"Oh, I'm just the love of his life," I said, giving Ray a loving kiss on the lips. "We have known each other since we were teens."
"Oh, I barely noticed the ring on your finger. He gave me a three-carat diamond ring when he proposed to me."
"And you probably gave me sloppy seconds in return," Ray added. I laughed my ass off. "How's your business doing?"
"What business would that be, Ray-Ray? Daddy's?"
He knocked back his beer and slammed the bottle down hard on the bar. He signaled for another one.
"No, the escort service," he said, and I tried to stifle my laugh, but to no avail. This was going to be fun after all.
The bitch slapped my husband across his arm. I grabbed her arm tightly and growled, "Touch my husband again and I'll break your pretty nose."
Our eyes met and she knew by the murderous look in my pupils I wasn't kidding.
The bitch looked back at Ray ignoring me. "You're such an asshole, you know that, Ray-Ray?"
"Yet, here you are, sitting next to me trying to catch my attention with your legs. Is this your way of showing me what's on offer? Because I have news for you, Amy, I'm not buying it. So what do you want?"
"I want to talk with you," she looked at me, and added, "in private."
"It's not going to happen," Ray and I said at the same time. Then, we looked at each other, laughed, and high-fived.
"What do you want, Amy? Say your piece and leave us alone," Ray said.
"I miss you. We should try again. I've been seeing a therapist."
Ray shrugged. "Good for you, I guess. I hope 'seeing' doesn't mean fucking. You know shagging a shrink doesn't count as therapy, right?
The slut stomped her feet on the floor. "Could you stop being so mean to me? Can we talk? Please!"
Ray shook his head, "What for? Some Cosmo shit about 'getting closure'? You have nothing to say I want to hear. I've made positive changes in my life. Leaving you was the best decision I made in life after marrying my wife."
The bitch let out a long sigh. "When did you become that bitter?"
"If you have to ask that, then your STDs are probably killing your brain cells."
"I'm clean, Ray-Ray. I haven't gotten laid since you left me."



Ray snorted. "Yeah, right, and I'm the Queen of England. I don't believe you. Listen, Amy, you are not selling anything I want to buy. Please, leave us alone."
"No, I'm here because you ruined my life."
"*I* ruined your life?" he repeated incredulously.
"Yes, you. My own father fired me after you told him why you broke up with me. He told me I had to find a job because he was not supporting me anymore. There was a huge investigation in Daddy's company and a lot of employees were terminated. Most of them got divorced. They all blamed me."
"Figures," I said.
The stupid Barbie glared at me.
Ray stood up and slid his arms around my waist. "Not my problem. You made your bed now lay in it, if it's not too crowded. Goodbye, Amy. Please get professional help."
"This is not over," the bitch shouted as we left. "You ruined my life, Ray-Ray, and I'm going to ruin yours! I mean it!"
CHAPTER 20
"Do you want a boy or girl?" Ray asked me. His hand rested protectively over my ever-growing belly.
We've been home barely twelve hours, coming straight to our place from the airport. We both fell, albeit without grace and tact, into bed once we walked in the door.
The long weekend spent at the resort had provided nurturing time. It was a lovely romantic break. Our spirits were refueled.
The sun was just peeking through our place's window and the only thing missing was the sound of birds chirping. It was the fairytale part of this whirlwind adventure that I thought I'd never see, but maybe secretly hoped for. I held up my left hand so the sun could hit my ring just right. The light danced, creating a prism of colors and shapes on the ceiling. I used to do this when I was a child, playing with my father's watch while my mother washed dishes. I'd giggle each time she'd bat away the light acting as if it was some bug bothering her. I hoped to create those moments with my child.
"I don't know. I just want a healthy baby, but either one has perks. With a little girl you can dress her in pink," Ray said.
"Pink?" I snorted. "That's not going to happen."
Ray shook his head, smiling, "What about a princess outfit?"
I reached out and slapped his arm, laughing.
Ray was silent for what seemed a long time. Deep in thought. A small frown between his eyes.
I elbowed him gently.
He moved and sat next to me. His lips pressed against my temple, my cheek, and then the side of my lips before he snuggled into the crook of my neck. His hand spread out on my bump, his fingers started to tap along my skin.
"Tomorrow, I have an appointment for a checkup with my gynecologist. Will you be there?" I said.
"I'll do my best. I'll drive back to Middletown as fast as I can."
"Please, be careful," I said with a shiver. "I can ask Mom to come with me if you can't make it."
"I'll be there. I promise."
I flipped out and then proceeded to cry for no reason.
I felt like a fool. File this in the 'I have lost my mind' chronicles.
+++
At six o'clock, I was sitting by myself in a doctor's office full of pregnant women. I knew most of them, but not enough to make conversation. They looked at the ring on my finger then at the empty chairs on either side of me and shook their heads. Their husbands sat there without a care in the world, reading some old magazine. Their job was done. They fertilized the egg and made their mandatory monthly appearance just to keep their wives happy. I wanted my husband to do the same thing.
"Ray, where are you?"
The office door opened and for one brief second I allowed my heart to beat a little faster thinking it was Ray; that he was here and wasn't going to miss this appointment. What I didn't account for was the instant letdown when yet another pregnant woman and her husband walked in, hand in hand. I hated admitting it, but that was what I wanted. It was what I needed and desired deep in my heart.
"Kara Clarke?"
I looked up at the nurse standing in the doorway holding my file. She smiled, waiting for Kara Clarke to stand and make her presence known. I wanted to rewind the last twenty minutes of this day and not tell the receptionist that my name had changed.
I stood up slowly and was met with looks from the other women. They judged me openly. I held their gazes defying them to look into my eyes with a judging look.
They weren't thinking that my husband was busy, and he couldn't get away from work. No, they were thinking I was doing this on my own.
I had no doubt there were a few husbands here that were forced to take time off from their days to be at their wife's side, as they should be.
Ray was fairly new at his job, and he couldn't do that.
I looked at the office door one more time before making my way to the nurse. She smiled again when I passed her, the door shutting loudly behind us.
"This way," she said in her 'I'm-so-happy-to-be-doing-my-job' voice. We stepped into a room and she shut the door behind me.
This was routine. I took a seat in the chair until I was told to change into the thin piece of fabric that doctors called a gown.
"I see you recently got married. Congratulations." The corners of my mouth turned up in the fakest smile I'd ever had to plaster on my face. She reached for my arm, slipping the blue blood-pressure cuff up my forearm. "How are you feeling?"
"I'm fine. I haven't had morning sickness in a while."
"Are you sleeping okay?" she asked, without making eye contact. I knew she was in a hurry, she had a waiting room full of patients, but a little acknowledgment would have been nice.
"I don't have any problems sleeping."
"I'm horny all the time and my husband fucks me to sleep."
"Your husband won't be joining you today?"
I shrugged and looked up at the ceiling lights, giving me an excuse to have watery eyes.
I hated what these darn hormones were doing to me!
"He'll try, but he works in another city," I said, as nonchalantly as possible.
"Stand on the scale please."
I slipped off my shoes and stood on the scale. I watched, in horror and delight, as the number increased. Gaining weight was a necessary evil. The higher number should make me feel happy, but it didn't because at the forefront of my mind was that skinny Barbie doll bitch draping herself all over my very husband.
"Did you drink your water?"
"Yes."
"Could you hurry up? I'm peeing myself."
It was true. Pregnancy brought on the urge to pee worse than a beer-guzzling contest. Not that I ever participated in such a contest.
"Okay, go ahead and lie back on the table, Kara. The technician will be in first to do your ultrasound and then the doctor will be in. Be sure to tell the tech if you want to know the sex or not."
The nurse was gone before I could say anything. I lay back on the white paper and let my legs dangle over the end. I jumped when the door opened, followed by a young male technician.
He smiled brightly when he saw me. I tried not to stare, but I couldn't help it. His eyes were bright blue.
"I hear we're looking at your baby today."
"Thank you, Captain Obvious! Why did everyone talk to me as if I were a ten-year-old girl?"
I nodded, my voice nowhere to be found. He sat on his stool and rolled over to me, pulling the ultrasound machine behind him.
"I'm going to lift your shirt and put on this gross and very cold goop on your skin."
I shivered, not when he touched me, but when the blue blob hit my skin.
The technician put the wand on my stomach and hit a few buttons. The room came alive with the sound of the baby's heartbeat. It sounded like a hundred horses were galloping all around me.
"Now that we've heard the heartbeat, let's see your baby."
Before I knew what was happening the ultrasound machine was pushed into the technician and the wand was hanging from my leg.
"Ooops," the technician said. I looked over my shoulder to find Ray staring at me. The grin on his face told me that he was happy to be here, to see me, but it quickly morphed into something else; concern? He stepped over to me and kissed me full on the lips.
"Sorry about that, man. I'm Raymond Clarke. The father."
"No problem."
"Hi, Super Mom," he said, kissing me again. "Sorry, I'm late."
"Hi." I couldn't help but blush. A warm feeling all over me. "It's okay."
Ray moved so he was on the other side of me and picked up my hand. He kissed my ring before locking his fingers with mine.
"Have you seen our baby, yet? "I want to know if my baby has ten fingers and toes."
I rolled my eyes.
"No, Mr. Clarke, we were just about to look."
I faced the screen. "Can we see the baby now, please?"
The technician fumbled with the wand a few times before setting it back on my stomach. The baby's heartbeat filled the room again, relaxing me.
"What's that noise?"
I looked over at my husband and saw his eyes wandering. This was why I wanted him here, not only to be by my side but to experience this together.
"That's our baby," I said, quietly, my voice breaking.
Ray's face broke out into the most mesmerizing grin I'd ever seen. More than when I said yes to his marriage proposal.
He kissed me hard, holding my face to his.
"I need to record this sound," he said, pulling away. He let go of my hand, took out his phone, and held it in the air. I wanted to laugh out loud at how silly he was being, but knew this was something I'd listen to over and over again.
"There you go. I think I've got it."
"I hope so," I said, knowing I'd need to hear the heartbeat again once I got home.
"Do you want to know what you're having?"
Ray and I stared at each other, both our faces morphing into smiles.
We both looked at the technician and nodded.
CHAPTER 21
"You know, Kara, we need to decide if we're going to tell people what we're having." He helped me into the car and shut the door. When Ray got in, my hand automatically found his.
"We are having a baby girl," I said excitedly. I couldn't be more thrilled.
"A baby girl... I hope she looks like her mommy," Ray exclaimed. "We have to share the happy news with my family."
"We don't have to do this right now," I said.
"Why not? The sooner the better."
Ray leaned over and kissed me before starting the car. He drove in silence with a big smile on his face. After a while, he stopped the car in front of my parents' house. I thought I saw the curtain moving.
"What's going on, Ray?"
He wiggled his eyebrows and said, "You'll see."
He opened the car's door and held out his hand for me.
We walked to the front and Ray opened it again. The lights were off. I clutched at his hand and we walked inside.
The lights flicked on, and I let out a blood-curdling scream at the hoards of people yelling at me. "Surprise!"
The room was filled with a large group of people. Some were my family members, some were friends, and some were my co-workers.
My heart pounded a thousand beats per second, as I tried to catch my breath.
There were pink and blue balloons decorating the house. I noticed that the women were in pink gowns, while the males were dressed in blue.
A gender-reveal surprise party. A smile made its way to my face and I struggled not to cry.
"Welcome to your baby shower slash gender-reveal party," my sister said, rolling her chair towards me.
Jenny put her arms up to hug me. Leaned down and hugged her back.
"You know I hate you right now," I whispered in her ear.
"Yep," Jenny said. "Enjoy it!"
We separated and I was immediately pulled into another hug by my mom. When we finally pulled back, I turned to Ray to see him watching me, his Cheshire cat grin getting larger.
"That boy is in love with you. That's the way your father used to look at me," Mom told me.
My heart soared with her words.
"He still does when I'm not a pain in his ass," Mom added.
We both laughed. In moments like this, it was very easy to love my mom.
"So, it's a boy or girl?" Jenny asked, in a loud voice for everyone to hear.
"It's a girl!" I shrieked, pumping my fist in the air.
Everyone clapped and cheered. All blue decoration vanished in a few minutes.
"What are you going to call her?" Dad asked me.
I looked at Ray. He shrugged and smiled at me, a smile that meant 'I have no idea'.
I heard that question over and over again. The main reason was everyone had an opinion about what our baby should be named.
After a while, my father moved the party to the backyard garden. It was a gorgeous day, food and drinks were spread out on several tables and people seemed to be enjoying themselves.
I saw my husband scanning the yard and hoped that he was looking for me. When our eyes met, his face lit up. He walked straight towards me. His smile became bigger, his eyes brighter, the closer he got.
"You could have told me they were going to throw a surprise party," I fake scolded him.
"If I had told you, it wouldn't have been a surprise," he winked at me and took a sip of his beer.
"I could have dressed better."
"You look gorgeous, Kara."
"I'm fat," I wailed.
"Fat is not the word I'd use to describe you." His grin revealed pride and love.
"No wonder I love you so much," I told my husband, putting my arms around his neck.
"Kara, I plan to follow through with everything I said on our wedding day. I promised you then and I promise you now, I'll cherish you, I'll protect you and I'll be only yours. The only thing that can separate us is death and we're going to live until we're old and grey and our great-great grandchildren have to come and visit us in a nursing home."
I nodded as I wiped away a tear. "You say the sweetest things."
"You bring out the best in me, love. You're beautiful and sexy," he dropped his voice to a whisper. "So sexy that I've got a hard-on just thinking about you. I don't want to hear that you're fat or not beautiful because you put every woman here to shame."
For a while, I had questioned why I married Ray. It wasn't impulsive even though it seemed like it at the time. I married him because I wanted to. I wanted a new chapter in my life. And I wanted Ray to be part of it.
I never thought I'd find someone to fill that void in my life, but I had.
"How's Little One behaving?"
I tilted my head, and asked, "Little One?"
"That's what I call her... our baby. At least until we pick a name for her. Do you like it?"
"I love it."
He hugged me and we kissed.
Ray explained to me that he refused to pick names before the baby was born. One of those superstitions was a fear that if he picked names before the baby was born, it wouldn't be born.
Suddenly, I got the distinct feeling I was being watched. Sort of like an itching or tingling on the back of my head. I turned slowly towards the house.
A young woman was standing there. Her features transformed from a beautiful Barbie doll to something grotesque and unrecognizable.
"Amy!" I gasped.
"Kara, what's wrong?" My father asked me.
I pointed to Ray's ex who was walking towards us.
"She's Ray's ex," I said, in a barely audible whisper. Dad turned and looked at where I was pointing.
"GUN!" he shouted out.
"GUN!" Other voices yelled louder.
The bitch raised the gun and pointed it at me, "I'm going to hurt you, Ray-Ray, as you hurt me. I'm going to ruin your life just as you ruined mine."
Most of the people didn't have a clue what was going on.
Ray turned in slow motion. He saw his ex pointing a gun at me and jumped to push me out of the way just as the gun fired.
A single shot rang out, echoing loudly through the yard.
Ray dropped to the ground. My ears felt like they had been filled with cotton and there was a panicked scream bursting out of my chest.
The bitch dropped the gun at her side and fell to her knees like she was a puppet and someone had cut her strings. "Look what you make me do, Ray-Ray. This is all your fault. Now we are even," she said. And laughed a psycho laugh.
CHAPTER 22
Floyd ran straight to the bitch and kicked the gun away. Then, he pulled her to the ground and held her there.
Dad called 911.
My feet were heavy, but I needed to run to Ray. I need to be there with him. With my husband.
My mother wrapped her arms around me, holding me tight to her chest. "Calm down, sweetheart, think about the baby."
"RAY!!!" I screamed out for Ray as Jenny's husband rushed to his side. He applied pressure on his chest to stop the bleeding.
Jenny rolled her chair to be at my side and squeezed my hand.
"Liam got First Aid training from the American Red Cross," my sister explained to me, "he knows what to do."
"LET ME GO!!" I yelled to my mother.
"RAY!" I screamed again, but Mom didn't let me go. "Ray, please don't die on us," I pleaded with a whimpering voice.
I could hear Liam's worried voice. "This is bad, this is really bad, I need more towels to try to stop the bleeding."
Someone ran inside the house.
I heard sirens wailing not so far away.
Someone ran outside to direct the emergency personal.
I couldn't do anything but cry and call my husband. Hot streaks were running down my cheeks and pooling into my shirt.
The paramedics arrived and started to work on Ray as he still had a pulse.
"He's been shot," Liam told them.
"He needs me," I said, struggling with my mom to set myself free.
"Right now, he needs them more, Kara," Mom said, running her hand up and down my side. "He needs them, okay? They need to help him."
My father's eyes, the ones that were always calm as still water, were frantic and dark. I pressed my hand to my chest as something inside me broke.
"Is he going to be okay?" I was unraveling, like twine from a spool, falling away from myself into disjointed pieces, tangled and messy.
The paramedic looked over his shoulder and back at me. "I don't know."
I fell into my mother's arms, clutching at her dress, as sob after sob rolled through my body.
I was going to kill the psycho bitch.
"Someone bring me my bat!" I yelled. "I'm going to crush that bitch's head with it!
Mom held my arms, while she patted my back, "Later, sweetheart, later. Now your husband needs you."
Sheriff Thomas, who had arrived shortly after the ambulance, walked straight to the bitch, and cuffed her, then read the bitch her rights. Floyd and Dennis talked with the sheriff while he dragged the bitch to the squad car, and threw her inside.
Her eyes were void of any emotion.
"Deputy Wallace will get statements from you all," the sheriff said, raising his voice, and he drove away.
The paramedics placed Ray on a stretcher and secured him in the ambulance. Liam went with them.
"You must fight, Ray," Liam told my husband. "You have a wife and daughter on the way. Do you hear me? You have to fight to stay with us."
My father talked with the deputy and rushed my mother and me into his car. Once the door was shut, we were speeding behind the ambulance. The very one that was transporting my husband.
My mother rested my head against her chest. Her leg bounced up and down. The edge of his phone was pressed against her lips.
"We need to call Ray's parents, Kara."
"I don't even have their number. They are... They are in..." I shook my head, realizing that I didn't know where they were. "They were on a cruise, but they should be back in Boston by now. Ray never gave me their number."
"Okay, we'll worry about that later, sweetie," Mom said, patting my back gently. "I'll ask someone to bring Ray's phone to the hospital."
I felt like such a moron for not knowing. I should know things like this. Like his blood type, I didn't know that. What if he needed a transfusion?
Before I knew it, Dad was opening the door and tugging at my hand. He pulled me through the glass doors and to the nurses' station.



"Good evening, excuse me. The ambulance just brought in my daughter's husband," he said.
"Have a seat," the nurse said, without looking up. Mom put her arm around me and tried to direct me to a chair, but I held onto the counter.
"Kara, give them a few minutes," Mom said, gently pulling me off.
Mom's demeanor was calm, while I was freaking out on the inside. I just wanted to scream and pull at my hair. This whole situation was surreal. The Barbie bitch shot my husband, and now he was somewhere in this hospital fighting for his life. Scratch that. I didn't even know if he was dead or alive.
Why couldn't the nurse just tell me anything? She must know something, right?
We walked down random halls. I saw paramedics carrying a bloody stretcher and wondered if they were the ones who brought in Ray. They looked at me as they passed their eyes full of sorrow. I couldn't imagine what they saw daily.
"Excuse me," I said, "Did you bring my husband in?"
They nodded. "Yes, we did."
"Where can I get some information?"
"Try down the hall that way," one of them pointed ahead of us. "That's the critical wing, he's likely there."
Mom didn't wait for more instructions before he pulled me behind her. We turned the corner and I gasped, my hand flying up to cover my mouth when I saw Liam leaning against the wall. He was covered in blood. Ray's blood.
"Liam," Mom said. He looked up. His eyes were pools of sorrow. He looked broken.
Tears rushed to my eyes.
"Liam?" my voice broke. He didn't acknowledge my silent question, but pulled me into a hug. He held me tight, his tears dampening my neck. I didn't want to take his tears as a sign, but I couldn't help but think my husband was gone.
I pulled away and covered my eyes, wiping away the tears. "Did Ray... is he..." I choked on my words as strong arms kept me from falling to the ground. Ray and I were just starting to build a life together and now it was gone.
"He is in surgery, Kara. I had to put my finger inside the hole the bullet made to stop the bleeding. His heart stopped on the way here, but they brought him back. He is fighting. I don't know anything else until they come and find us."
I looked up quickly. "Surgery? That's good, right?"
Liam shrugged. "I don't know, but he has lost a lot of blood and wasn't conscious."
"Oh God," I cried.
"Come on, let's go sit down, baby." Mom had to drag me away. I didn't know if Ray was behind that door or if Liam just stopped there, but I didn't want to leave. What if Ray needed me? I didn't want to be too far away from him.
Mom led me to a waiting room, and Liam went to wash himself. It was much smaller and quieter than the one we were directed to when we first came in. I sat down and melted into the couch. Deep down, I knew it was not comfortable, but I had a feeling my body knew we were going to be there for a long time. I wouldn't leave Ray's side.
"I'm going to go make some phone calls," my father said, placing a kiss on my forehead. "I'll bring back some coffee." I watched him walk away. He got about halfway from us and fell against the wall. You could see the sobs took over his body.
CHAPTER 23
When you love someone, people use to say, "I'd take a bullet for you," or "I'd die to protect you."
Most of the time, it's just a poetic way of expressing how much you love your other half.
But my husband had done exactly that. He took a bullet for me, and because of that, he could die.
I leaned into my mom and closed my eyes. Her hand returned to my shoulder, holding me there, giving me the comfort that I needed.
I needed to know Ray was going to be okay. I wanted to go home with my husband by my side. I wanted just a little bit of happiness, especially for Little One. She needed to know her dad.
"Here," my father said, holding a cup of coffee. I knew it was not good for the baby, but I refused to sleep.
I took the paper cup from him and sat up. I wiped my cheek, trying to rub away the tears running down my face. I looked around briefly and saw a few more people in this room waiting.
It was the whole crew from work.
Percy came to me, placed a hand on my shoulder, and said, "We are all here for you, Kara. Anything you need, and I mean ANYTHING, you just name it. We are all going to give blood for Ray. We'll take turns to keep you company so you're not alone."
Tears were pooling in my eyes again. "Thank you, guys. You're the best," I said, with a voice choked with emotion.
Percy just nodded, and said, "Your sister is on her way. Our wives are with her. They are helping her to set everything in order and cleaning up at your parents' place."
I nodded.
"Sheriff Thomas is coming later to take your statement. The woman who shot Ray is already in jail," Percy went on, updating me with the news.
It was a good thing because he was distracting me from thinking about Ray.
"I hope that bitch dies a painful death. If not, I'll hit a home-run with her head."
Percy pressed his lips together and nodded.
I sipped my coffee gingerly. It was something to settle my stomach, but I knew I'd need food even if I was not hungry.
Crackers - those would have to do - until I knew Ray was going to be okay. I couldn't... I wouldn't leave the hospital until I knew he was going to recover.
"Fight, Ray, please fight," I muttered.
We sat in silence for hours. Crying, praying, hoping. The television was showing the nightly news. My father cursed when the newscaster talked about the shooting.
"Now, we'll have to deal with the media," he said.
"Mrs. Clarke?"
I looked up when my name was called. I stood on shaky legs, only to be flanked by my parents.
"That's me," I said.
"Go ahead and have a seat," the doctor said, as he sat down across from us.
We sat back down. I couldn't look at the doctor. Instead, I focused on the ring on my finger and the way Ray looked when he put it there.
"Your husband is in critical condition. The bullet entered from the right, passed through his lung, damaged the other lung, and exited on the left. He sustained considerable damage. We've operated and right now he's on a respirator. For the next twenty-four hours, everything is touch and go. We have to watch for blood clots forming and detaching. He'll have a nurse with him the whole time until the threat is gone.
"I'm very sorry, Mrs. Clarke, I wish I could provide better news, but this is all I have."
"When can I see him?"
"He can have one visitor at a time. You can go in when you're ready."
I nodded. "Thank you."
The surgeon took his leave. Once he was out of the waiting room, My father took me in his arms and I broke down.
Mom wrapped her arms around me, as well.
I stood on shaky legs, with my mother on one side and my father on the other. They walked me toward Ray's room. How they knew where it was, I didn't know. Did the surgeon tell me and I didn't listen?
We bypassed the nurses' station. I couldn't bear to look at them. I didn't want to see the pity on their faces. I didn't want them to look at me as if I was about to lose my husband. I didn't want to see their eyes wander to my tummy and have them shake their heads because I'd be a single mom soon.
I should be the one lying in that bed. I should be the one who was in critical condition, fighting for my life. Ray had given his life to protect me. He saved Little One and me.
He didn't doubt. He just did it.
That's true love.
Dad pushed the door open slowly. My senses became alive as I stared at the floor, my eyes moving slowly until I could see the wall in front of me. The room smelled like antiseptic and Lysol. The walls were white. My first thought was that Ray hated white. I closed my eyes when I finally heard the beeping that was telling me his heart was still beating. It meant that his blood was still pumping through his body, keeping him alive. But it was the whoosh of the machine helping him breathe that made my knees buckle. He couldn't breathe.
"Oh God, he can't breathe." Mom and Dad grabbed my arms to steady me. I didn't like hospitals and the bad things that go along with them. The whish and hum of machines designed to mimic human functions. The constant beep, beep, beeping of vital signs being measured.
"Come on, Kara, be strong. Think about the baby. Ray needs you to be strong for the baby right now." Mom's voice was too calm. I looked at her briefly and knew she was holding everything in. I realized I had never given my mother enough credit.
We stepped further into the room. I saw his nurse first before I saw Ray. I took a step back when I finally laid my eyes on him.
His eyes were closed. There was a tube coming out of his mouth, and wires everywhere. My hand covered my mouth as I cried out, which got the nurse's attention.
She looked up from her computer screen with a scowl on her face.
"Only one visitor at a time."
"We know," Dad said. "This is his wife and as you can see, she's pregnant and unsteady on her feet."
"Shh," she said, pointing to the curtain behind us. "Someone is sleeping in there."
I looked at my father, who shook his head. He looked pissed off as hell.
"I want him in a private room," my father said.
"You need to talk about it with the administrator," the nurse informed him, "I'm going to have to ask you to leave. Only one visitor at a time."
Dad nodded and led me over to Ray's bedside. Mom slid a chair over for me to sit in. You'd think the nurse would do this, but apparently it was not her job.
"We're going to go see about getting Ray moved. We'll be right back," Dad whispered in my ear. I don't know what he was going to do, but I had a feeling this nurse wasn't going to like it.
I laid my hand on top of Ray's and rested my head by his leg. I really wanted to crawl into bed with him and hold him like he held me, but I knew that wasn't possible. Tears fell silently from my eyes as the pain in my chest built. I wanted to talk to him, but not with the nurse from hell in here. What I had to say was private, for his ears only.
"You should talk to him," the nurse suggested. Her tone was unemotional and professional, she must have seen this before but it pissed me off.
"I want to, but you're here." My words had bite, but I didn't care. I knew Ray needed to hear my voice, but damn it if I wanted only him to hear me. Thing was, I wouldn't care if Mom and Dad were with me.
"Where is his wedding ring?" I asked.
"Behind you. His personal belongings are in that bag."
I took out his wedding ring and slid it on my finger. I sat back down and picked up Ray's hand. He was warm and for me, that was a good sign. I held his hand to my face, placing my lips there. I didn't know if he could feel my tears, but I hoped they weren't annoying him.
I didn't know how long I sat there like that, with him. Minutes? Hours? For me, time had stopped. The constant whoosh and beep were somewhat soothing, although I'd give anything for him to open his eyes and smile at me.
Every so often, the nurse stood, pressed some buttons, and sat back down. I wanted to look at her computer screen and see if she was playing Solitaire or if she was actually working. She was probably checking all her social media sites. Or maybe she was doing her job and I was pouring my frustration on her.
Mom and Dad walked back into the room followed by a tall man.
"Kara, this is Dr. Barrow, he's the hospital director," Dad said, introducing the man to me, and I shook his hand. "We're going to move your husband to a private room and he's going to waive the one-visitor rule."
I've never been more amazed by my parents than I was then. They knew that I needed them, and they rose to the occasion. I stood and pulled my father into my arms.
"Mrs. Clarke, I'm sorry about your husband," the director said.
"Thank you," I choked out, as I shook his hand. "I just want him to wake up so I can take him home."
"Yes, of course, we're doing all we can for him."
Men and women in uniform came in and transferred wires to another machine that they set on top of him. The ice-cold nurse, who unfortunately had to come with us, pushed her cart out.
Ray's bed was pulled from the wall and we followed behind.
His new room was much larger with windows that overlook the courtyard and a couch. At least now we'd have something to look at.
"Mrs. Clarke, I'm assuming you'll be staying here?" the nurse asked.
"We all will be," my father answered. "We also have two more people coming, my other daughter and her husband, they will need access. I'm not sure if they'll stay, but at least for a few hours they'll be here."
I had no idea what kind of strings my father was pulling to do this, but I was grateful he did.
CHAPTER 24
I lost track of time. I was stiff, sore, and hungry. My arms ached from the position they had been in. My back burned from the strain and Little One was kicking up something fierce.
The sun was up, or maybe it was setting again and I was not with it. My father's head rested at the end of Ray's bed, while my mother was opposite me. Both of them were asleep, exhaustion finally taking over, but neither of them was willing to leave me alone.
I had suggested that my parents go and sleep, but they just shook their heads.
We knew the first twenty-four hours were critical; those were the words that I recalled and each time he twitched or the machines beeped a little more rapidly, I panicked. And when I panicked, they panicked. The cycle was endless.
My father said Sheriff Thomas was coming by today; he needed my statement. I had to relive the nightmare. I had to recall every second of what I remembered from the shooting as it unfolded, in slow motion, right before my eyes.
The door opened slowly and a nurse, a much nicer one, waved me over. I slid off my chair carefully and walked to her. She held the door open for me to follow her out. I looked at Ray and back at her and she knew. She placed her hand on my shoulder and led me to the window where I could still see him.
"I'm sorry you're going through this, Mrs. Clarke. All the nurses are praying for your husband's recovery."
"Thank you," I said, with a raspy voice.
"Your sister and her husband are asking for you."
I knew a smile was breaking out across my face and it was going hand-in-hand with tears.
"Thank you, you can let them in."
She nodded and walked away. Moments later, Jenny and Liam went into the room.
The definition of a group hug was nothing compared to being held by two of the most important people in my life. Words didn't need to be said, the emotion was enough. We were all sharing the pain and anguish of not knowing.
Jenny hugged me tight, tight, and whispered in my ear, "I'm here for you, Kara, whatever you need. You were there for me so many times when I was going through everything," she patted her wheelchair.
She took my hands in hers and held them to her heart. My sister knew what I was going through.
"A few of the channels are outside," Liam commented. "The shooting is all over the news and media channels. I think they're waiting for you to say something."
"They can wait until hell freezes," I said sharply.
"I'll handle it," my father said. "I'll ask everyone to pray for Ray."
"Good idea," my mother approved. "I'll go with you."
"We brought you some clean clothes and toiletries, Kara," Jenny said. "Liam and I will make sure you have food and whatever else you need so you only have to leave for a few minutes at a time. What do you need right now?"
"For my husband to wake up."
Jenny pressed her lips together, "We all want that, but for now let's get some food."
I opened my mouth to balk, but the look Jenny gave me, shut my mouth. I didn't want to leave, but the thought of food made the baby kick. I couldn't neglect Little One.
I squeezed Ray's hand and took a deep breath.
"Ray, I'm going to eat something and I'll be back. I need you to fight and come back to us. Little One and I need you. She wants to know her daddy and I know you want to meet her. Please, love, come back to us. I can't do this without you."
Someone coughed discreetly. I turned around and found a middle-aged lady standing in the doorway. She was petite, blonde, and very well put together. Her designer dress fitted her body perfectly, stopping just above her knees. She screamed money.
She extended her hand, and said, "You must be my daughter-in-law."
CHAPTER 25
When she walked in the door, I didn't know what to expect.
She didn't look like a mom, but she did look like Ray. Or rather he looked like her.
"Hi," I said meekly, shaking her hand. This was not how I wanted to meet my mother-in-law. She was supposed to be here a week before the baby arrived and Ray was supposed to introduce us. "I'm Kara."
She took a good look at me with an unreadable expression. I felt like a moron standing there like this. She probably hated me. From her point of view, I had forced her son to marry me by getting pregnant.
She dropped the oversized bag she was holding and wrapped her arms around me, catching me off guard. Her embrace was tight and welcoming. I closed my arms around her and hugged her back just as tightly.
"I'm Sam," she said, pulling away. She set her hand on my shoulders and appraised me. "Well Ray said you were beautiful, but he forgot to add that you were also stunning."
I blushed, pushed my hair behind my ear, and shook my head. "I'm gross," I said. "I think your son would say something else if he saw me right now."
She shook her head. "He'd say, 'Hey mum, look at my wife, isn't she gorgeous?' And you are. You staying by his bed, holding his hand and saying those words to him, that makes you the most beautiful woman in the world in my book."
"I'm really happy you're here, Sam."
"So I am, I just wish we were meeting each other in happier circumstances like the birth of my first granddaughter. Can I?" She looked down at my stomach and back at me. Just as quickly as I gave my okay, her hands were on my stomach.
"Hi there, baby, I'm your grandma." And as if she knew, Little One kicked nice and hard. Samantha's mouth dropped open in surprise, as I choked back a half laugh, half cry. Ray was missing this and that broke my heart.
"My husband will join us as soon as he can. He has been in touch with Dr. Barrow since your father contacted us. Ray will get the best care money can buy."
I just nodded. A lot of things made sense now.
I introduced my sister and her husband to my mother-in-law.
"We are going to get some food, Kara," Jenny said, and rolled out of the room followed by her husband.
In the meantime, a doctor came and started checking Ray. He just acknowledged us with a nod of his head.
"His brain activity is normal," he said to no one in particular.
"When is he going to wake up?" I asked the doctor, who was flashing his pen light in Ray's eyes.
"We don't know. He is heavily sedated because of the respirator," he said, pressing his lips.
"I'm asking you a simple question: When? He made it through the twenty-four-hour mark. Is my husband going to be okay? You're the damn doctor, answer me!"
"I understand your frustration, Mrs. Clarke, but we can't tell for now," he said as he pocketed his pen.
"No, you don't understand." I sighed and rested my head against the wall. I was frustrated and scared. I didn't understand their nonchalance about all of this.
"You'll have to forgive my daughter-in-law," Samantha said to the doctor. "She's tired and uncomfortable. I know it has nothing to do with that tiny little couch you've given her and the lack of sleep she gets. She has been here every day and slept here every night."
My mother-in-law came over and rubbed my shoulders. She wasn't how I had imagined her to be at all.



"I'll ask to send in a bed," the doctor said.
"That would be lovely," Samantha exclaimed, without missing a beat. "Also, send in an obstetrician."
"I'll send in the necessary forms -"
Samantha stopped rubbing my shoulders. I turned and watched as she faced off with the doctor. "You should call her doctor in Middletown to make things easier for her. She's under a lot of stress and needs a familiar face. Please respect the fact that she doesn't want to leave her husband's side and send-," my mother-in-law looked at me.
"Dr. Carroll," I said.
"Right, Dr. Carroll. My daughter-in-law will give you the contact information."
I looked for Dr. Carroll's number in my phone, wrote it down on a piece of paper, and handed it to the doctor.
"I'll have someone give her a call," the doctor said and took his leave, shutting the door behind him.
"You were brilliant, Samantha."
"We're paying a lot for this room, the least they can do is give us a five stars service." My mother-in-law winked at me, and walked over to Ray.
She threaded her fingers through his hair and smiled. "I was going to be a lawyer when I met Ray's dad. When Ray contacted us on Skype, and gave us the news about you being pregnant I feared you might be a gold digger."
I took a deep breath.
"Don't worry, dear. I know you are not. I have to confess we had someone to check on you."
"I have nothing to hide. I've lived in Middletown all my life. Ray and I were best friends in high school. I have loved him since then"
My mother-in-law smiled at me.
"All you did for your sister is nothing but marvelous. You have my respect. Now, you're doing the same for your husband. You are exactly the kind of girl my son deserves."
"What about the bitch?"
"Oh, we have a team of lawyers taking care of that. They are the best firm in the field. She is going to pay. We never liked her. Of course, we kept our mouths shut."
I smiled at her. I discarded the idea of telling Sam about the bitch cheating on Ray. It was not my story to tell.
"I know we didn't give you the best first impression. Ray's father and I prayed you being pregnant weren't some drunken mistake. Some rebound sex that might end with a Vegas wedding conducted by one of those Elvis impersonators."
"I understood your reaction, Samantha. Don't worry."
"Ray called me after your wedding and told me about you and your life together. He sounded genuinely happy."
"I never got to thank you for our honeymoon."
Samantha waved my concerns away. "It's okay. Ray sent a beautiful thank you card. As soon as I came into the room, and heard you talking to my son, I knew he had found someone to love him the way my son deserves to be loved."
"Why did you go on a cruise and left Ray alone when he broke up with the bitch? Oops, sorry..."
Samantha laughed, "Bitch is fine. One of the hardest parts of being a parent is letting your son make his own mistakes and clean his own mess. We had people checking discreetly on him, of course. I'm hoping he'll understand why we did what we did."
I placed a hand on Samantha's arm. "He will."
My mother-in-law smiled at me.
"Then, Ray came to Middletown and met you. You changed my son's life for the better, my dear girl. You pulled my son out of his depression and set his life in the right direction. I could never thank you enough for what you have done for my son."
Jenny and Liam came into the room carrying a tray full of food.
"Kara needs to eat, Mrs. Clarke. You are welcome to join us. We brought food for everyone."
"Of course, dear. I'll let you eat. I need to make some calls," Samantha said, grabbing her phone.
CHAPTER 26
"What the bloody hell are you doing here?" I jumped at the sound of Samantha's voice and her book slamming. I looked groggily around the room before another body came into focus. Standing in the doorway was a tall well-dressed man.
My parents, my sister, and my mother-in-law had been taking turns to keep me company. It had been six days since Ray's surgery.
"I'm sorry to disturb you, Mrs. Clarke, I just stopped by to ask how is Ray is doing."
"Your crazy daughter shot at him and he is fighting for his life. How do you think he is doing?" my mother-in-law growled at him.
"Oh, my! He is the bitch's father."
"I'm truly sorry for what happened. Believe it or not, I care a lot about Ray. He was like a son to me."
I remembered what Ray told me about his former boss, and I knew what he was saying was true. But even so, I didn't want him here.
"I'll take care of the medical bills, of course," he said.
"No, thank you," Samantha said. "We want nothing from you."
The bitch's father bowed his head and stared at his shoes. A picture of remorse.
"I know it's not the best of times, but I was hoping we could talk about my daughter and reach some kind of agreement."
"I hope your bitch of a daughter rots in hell," I blurted out. "That's the only agreement you'll get from me."
The man acknowledged my presence for the first time.
"I think we haven't been introduced. Who are you?"
"I'm Ray's wife," I said proudly.
He looked down at my tummy.
"I see you're pregnant," he said in an accusatory tone. "Ray being the kind of man he is did the right thing. I suppose congratulations are in order."
"That's enough, Reginald," Samantha said in a firm voice. I could have sworn she puffed out her chest. "If you think for a minute that you can come here and insult my daughter-in-law, you're sadly mistaken. One more word and I won't need security to escort you out, I'll do it myself. I think you owe Ray's wife an apology."
"No, it's fine. I don't want him to pretty up his ugly-assed words with a half-assed apology. He should look at his own daughter's actions before judging others. But it's easier to blame others than to look at his failures as a father."
Samantha smirked, which caused Reginald to shake his head. "I'm truly sorry. I shouldn't have said what I said. I'm not myself lately. You're right. I'm the one to blame for my daughter's behavior. I was the one who spoiled her."
I stood up, not that I could do anything to this man in my state, but he needed to know I was serious. "This is my husband. He is fighting for his life because of what your crazy daughter did to him. She is going to pay. You'll find no mercy here."
The man stood up there, maybe trying to find the right words to say. He found none because he turned around and left.
I sat back down and bit the inside of my cheek when Samantha started clapping. "No wonder Ray loves you," she said, with eyes full of admiration.
I tried not to smile, but I couldn't help it.
Beep... beep... beep...
Suddenly, the monitor went crazy.
Beep... beep... beep...
I looked at Samantha, and she looked back at me with eyes wide open.
A hand touched mine. The touch was familiar and comfortable.
Then, Ray's eyes flashed open.
"Calm down, love, you're in the hospital," I said, fighting back the tears and doing my best effort to keep my voice steady.
He nodded.
A doctor rushed into the room, gently pushed me aside, and started checking Ray's vitals.
"I know you're scared, Ray, but I need you to listen to me. This is a tube to help you breathe," the doctor explained to my husband. "You've sustained some damage to your lungs and before we remove the tube we'll need an X—ray. I'm going to sit you up, but no talking. If you feel the need to cough, please do. I'll be back in a few minutes,"
He raised Ray's bed, and his eyes blinked rapidly.
I tried to smile at him. I knew my eyes were probably watery and red-rimmed but I didn't care. I moved closer and touched his cheek.
"I love you so much, Ray. I was so scared. Little One and I have been here all the time."
His hand moved down to my stomach and pushed against Little One. My heart raced when she pushed back. She knew her daddy's touch.
I felt a soft touch on my shoulder. "Ray, your mom is here. She has been incredibly helpful."
"Oh, Ray," Samantha said, as she kissed her son's head. She was also crying.
He grunted, to get our attention. He pulled at the tube in his mouth, but I knocked his hand away.
"Ray, stop," I said, holding his hand down. "I know you must have a lot of questions. Let me help you."
I knew exactly what Ray needed and I started searching through my bag for my phone. I handed it to him. He typed his question.
What happened to me?
I pulled away the phone and read his message.
"You were shot," I said, taking a deep breath. "Your psycho ex came to Middletown and tried to kill me. You pushed me out of the way and saved my and our baby's lives."
Did they arrest her?
"Yes, she is in custody now. His father's lawyers must be busy, but your parents hired the best team of lawyers to make sure she spends a lot of time in jail."
He nodded, and typed back, "Good. I hope she rots in hell."
I read his message, and laughed, "My words exactly."
"I love you," he typed.
I smiled wide, "I love you too."
"You're bigger"
I laughed. "Yeah, I'm as big as a whale."
Ray shook his head and typed, "You're gorgeous."
"I've missed your lies."
"I'm not lying. At first, I thought you were an angel."
The doctor walked in, and I had to move aside.
"How are you feeling, Ray?" the doctor asked.
He rolled his eyes and pointed at the tube in his mouth.
"We're going to take you down for an X-ray now. We usually do them here, but getting your wife to leave the room is a bit of a hassle."
Ray looked and closed his eyes at me and I knew he was thankful I was there for him all the time.
I placed the picture of our daughter's ultrasound in his hand. He placed the picture on his chest and squeezed my hand as the nurse started moving his bed.
I couldn't wait to hug my husband without all the tubes and wires. I paced the room back and forth for almost an hour, until my mother-in-law said, "You should sit down, dear. He'll be back soon."
We sat there waiting in silence for a long time. My heart was full of hope for the first time since the shooting; I said a silent prayer, thanking God for my husband's recovery.
"I'm happy you're here, Samantha," I said to my mother-in-law.
"Me too. I just wish we didn't meet like this. I'm worried I'm going to outlast my welcome and you won't want me around when the baby is born."
"Nonsense," I said, pulling her into my arms. My mother-in-law had been a comfort to have here. "Ray is happy that you're here."
"I truly am," a hoarse and scratchy voice said.
We both turned to Ray coming back into the room. His breathing tube had been removed and he was smiling. He sounded like he had been yelling for days on end. Once his bed was in place, I rushed over and placed my lips on his. He pulled away too quickly for my liking.
"What's wrong?" I asked.
"I haven't brushed my teeth in God's know how long, Kara. I would like to before you start kissing me again."
"We can have a nurse come in and give you a sponge bath, Mr. Clarke," the doctor offered.
I saw red when the doctor suggested that. I'd be dead before some nurse came in to wash my husband.
"I'll do it."
Ray laughed a short laugh. He was tired. I could see it in his face. He was trying to stay awake to please me. I brushed his hair away from his face. He leaned into my hand.
The doctor adjusted a mask on my husband's mouth, and said, "I'll repeat what I told you after I read your X—Ray. You'll need to wear an oxygen mask until your levels rise, but you can take it off to answer questions. You're going to feel tired for a while. So be patient with your recovery."
"Thank you," Ray said through the mask.
"I'll leave you to enjoy your bath," the doctor said, winking at me. "A nurse will bring you everything you need."
"The doctor said we can't have sex for a while," Ray commented.
"You asked?"
"Yeah, I haven't been able to please my wife for a while. I have a lot of catching up to do."
"For better or for worse, in sickness and health -those are the vows we said to each other. I'm not going anywhere, Ray."
"Kara?"
"Yeah, Ray?"
"I love you."
CHAPTER 27
We left the hospital after being there for six more weeks. Ray couldn't walk without assistance yet. Physically, he could walk, but his oxygen levels were still too low to maintain his normal habits. This also meant no sex until he was given the okay by his doctor.
I loved to be back in Middletown. I was tired of hospital life. I'd like to say I'll never be back, but the baby's due date was fast approaching. I was just thankful that Ray would be there to help bring her into the world because if he missed that, I didn't think he'd forgive himself.
X-rays showed his lungs had healed, but there was scar tissue that could be bothersome later in life. He had to work with a physical therapist three days a week until he was cleared.
During the next weeks, he worked hard to improve his physical condition. One day, the doctor cleared him to have sex again, as long as he kept his oxygen bottle close. He still needed to sleep and heal, but I was ecstatic that his road to recovery was almost complete.
I'd spent many hours watching Ray sleep. It was funny, I never thought it would be an activity that I'd be fond of, but I was. I thought it was the only time his mind shut down and allowed his body to rest because when he was awake, he wanted... no, he needed... to be a part of everything going on.
My mother-in-law, my parents, and everyone else had been incredibly helpful. Even Ray's boss said, his job would be waiting for him when he came back. My mother and my sister brought food and cleaned our place, they all offered to drive Ray to his checkups and mine.
"Morning, darling," Samantha said over her cup of coffee. Once Ray was released from the hospital, my mother-in-law went back to Boston briefly before coming back to Middletown.
"Morning," I said, leaning up against the kitchen counter.
"Are you okay?" Samantha asked, coming to stand next to me.
I shook my head and leaned down to rest my head on the counter.
"Everything aches and I think I have a fever."
"Let me check." Samantha had become my second mother to me. To say my mother was jealous of our relationship was an understatement.
"Ray is sleeping and I don't want to disturb him."
"The sofa will suffice." Sam started to guide me to the couch, but my stomach wasn't having any of it. I covered my mouth and ran off to the bathroom. Samantha followed and held my hair back as I threw up last night's dinner.
I heaved again and felt a warm trickle run down my legs.
"Shit I just pissed myself," I said through tears. Today was not going to be a great day for me.
"Does your back hurt?"
I nodded. "Everything hurts."
My mother-in-law helped me stand and offered me a washcloth and a glass of water. "Honey, you're in labor. Sit down and I'll make some calls, go wake up Ray, and get you a change of clothes."
"It's not time."
"Our little girl says it is. You'll be fine. Now lay on the couch, I'll be right back."
I did as she said, except the moment I touched the seat a warm geyser rushed out between my legs soaking the floor mat along with my yoga pants.
"Ray," I screamed for him. I could hear him coming down the stairs.
"Kara," he panted as he came running into the bathroom. "Did you pee yourself?"
I was going to roll my eyes, but whined as another contraction rolled over me.
I leaned on him, hobbling like I'd broken every bone in my body.
"Let's get you to the hospital," Ray said.
"I need to change first."
"Kara, don't be vain, you're fine. Besides, they'll give you a gown."
He helped me to stand up.
"I'm not being... ahhhhhh, holy cow." I leaned against the wall and worked on my breathing technique.
"What's happening, Kara?"
"I'm in freaking labor. Where's your mom?"
"Right here, darling. Come on, let's go and get you changed. Ray, by the door, is Kara's hospital bag. Take it to the car and bring the car around so we can leave."
"Um..."
"Now, Ray, or Kara will be delivering your baby on your floor!"
"I need to call my mom," I said.
"Already taken care of, I called her when I was getting your clothes. She'll meet us at the hospital," Samantha said.
Ray drove us to the hospital and we made it in record time.
A nurse was waiting for us. "Hi Mrs. Clarke, ready to have your baby, I see."
"Yep, she's like a burst pipe, she's leaking so much," Ray blurted out.
I sat in a wheelchair and Ray pushed me down the hall.
"That's normal. Follow me."
The nurse walked into a room that was decorated in passion pink. Ray groaned and I wanted to bleach my eyes.
"Put this on and get comfortable," said the nurse handing me a gown. "I'll be back."
+++
"I never want to go through that again," Ray said, mopping his damp brow with the back of his palm as he plopped into a chair next to the hospital bed. When he noticed his hand was shaking, he dropped his fingers, trying to forget how utterly petrified he'd been less than an hour ago.
I looked up at my husband. "What did you go through? As I recall, I'm the one who did all the pushing. Next time I swear we can switch places. You give birth, I'll stand there and hold your hand. How about that?"
"You're right, Kara, sorry. I expressed myself badly," he apologized. "What I meant was that it broke my heart to watch you grit your teeth and cry out as the pain split you apart," he muttered, paling to almost as white as I was.
"Good save," I said.
His tired eyes were twinkling with love as he beamed at me. I reached out my hand, and he took my fingers immediately, though he had to grind his teeth when he saw the IV and hospital band.
Rubbing his thumb over my knuckles, he said, "No next time. This is it. I mean it."
I rolled my eyes. "No way, Little One needs at least a brother or sister."
I knew what Ray meant. I'd had a long, rough night, morning, and afternoon, delivering the most perfect baby girl I'd ever seen.
Our daughter was sleeping peacefully at my side, and I felt relief. The worry was over. Everything was going to be fine. Ray had taken her out earlier for everyone to meet her.
"We don't need to talk about this now," he said. "You need to rest."
"Okay, but this conversation is far... " I yawned. "...from being..." another yawn, "...over."
Dropping his eyes to our daughter, Ray reached out and touched her thick head of super-fine baby hair. "I hope she turns out to be just like her mother."
I pulled back to give him an 'are-you-insane' look. "God, let's hope not."
"I'm serious. I hope she grows up tough and strong, and wraps some poor, hopeless guy around her little finger, so I can kick his butt for looking at her."
I laughed a tired laugh. "You're so diabolical," I answered, with a twinkle in my eyes. "One of the many reasons why I love you."
As we grinned at each other and shared the next chuckle, I realized this was the best moment of my life, though strangely enough, every new experience with Ray —starting a family and building our life together— was fast proving to be the best I'd ever had.
CHAPTER 28
During the next few weeks, it seemed like half of Middletown visited us to meet the baby. I finally got to meet my father-in-law.
The most asked question was, "Have you decided on a name yet?"
"Yes," Ray and I said at the same time. "Little One's name is Hazel."
Her hair was an odd color, but it was completely unique to her personality. It was dark, but with natural hazel highlights, hence her name. She was a combination of Ray and me. Hopefully, the best parts of us.



Hazel was rolling over on her cradle. She thought it was fun until she got stuck and couldn't get back to where she was. The minute her little yelp was out of her mouth, I was there to help her.
I had taken a long maternity leave to take care of our daughter. Maybe, one day, I'd go back to work, but for now, I wanted to enjoy time with my family.
The front door opened. The sound of keys being thrown onto the kitchen top echoed through the house.
"Daddy's home," I said to Hazel.
Ray gave me a quick kiss, "Hi, love."
"Hi, how was work?"
"Long. I just wanted to be back home with my two ladies."
He placed a big envelope on the coffee table, then took Hazel out, and cuddled our little girl close.
"Feeding time?" he asked.
"Burping time," I corrected. "Feeding time ended fifteen minutes ago, but she hasn't burped and won't settle."
He nodded and started gently patting our baby's back.
Ray loved our daughter and she used to get most of his attention these days, but I was okay with it. It happened the other way around, too. We were all adjusting to our new reality.
"What's that?" I nodded to the paper.
"A letter from my parents' lawyer."
"What does it say?"
"I haven't read it yet. I thought we might read it together."
I nodded and we sat together on the couch.
I opened the letter and read it aloud.
The bitch's lawyers had gone for the insanity defense. The case never went to trial. They admitted the attempt of murder, but asserted a lack of culpability based on mental illness.
A pre-trial psychiatric evaluation determined that she suffered from a type of psychotic disorder called delusional disorder.
She was confined in a secure mental institution and subjected to treatment until it was determined that she was no longer a risk to others or herself because of her mental condition. It was stipulated that Ray's parents would pay a psychiatrist to check on her and her treatment on a regular basis. The psycho bitch wouldn't be released unless our doctor was okay with the decision.
In the letter, the lawyers explained that they estimated that the period of involuntary confinement would be longer than the sentence she might have received had she been convicted.
"I guess it's good news," Ray commented.
"If she ever shows up again I'll have my bat ready," I said. My pink baseball bat was hanging from a wall close to the front door.
Ray laughed. "Maybe, I'll let you handle Hazel's suitors."
"That might be fun. I have a reputation to keep."
We both laughed at that.
Ray gazed at me. "Are you happy, Kara?"
"Blissfully."
And I was.
I looked at Ray and Hazel, I saw my forever. Ray was the one I was going to grow old with. He was the one who was going to walk our daughter down the aisle, and we would be together when we became grandparents.
I leaned and kissed my husband gently. Then, I pulled back and eyed him. "What are you doing for the next fifty to sixty years?"
My husband grinned. "Would you care to spend them with me?"
"I thought you'd never ask," I said with a smile.
THE END
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Hi, welcome back to Middletown!
Our MC made her first appearance in "A Christmas Gift", the story that gave an ending to "Peace of Mind". Some of the characters in both stories play a part in this story.
However, you can read this story as it is, and hopefully, enjoy it.
Check my profile for a brief introduction to Middletown and a suggested reading order.
CHAPTER 1
Callie´s eyes blinked open to darkness. For a moment, she was disoriented and wondered what had woken her, but then she became aware of footsteps over her head.
She lay still and listened as someone puttered in the kitchen at the top of the stairs, but tensed when the footsteps paused, and she heard the slide and click of the first bolt being slid open. Then, came the second, and finally, the third bolt.
A moment of silence passed before the door swung open. Light immediately raced down the steps and across the basement's concrete floor. By the time it reached Callie's cage, it was weak and dull, but even that bit of light made her blink after the pitch black she and the other women were left in most of the day.
Callie could hear them stirring and felt the tension building behind her. Terror was suddenly a living, breathing thing in that dark, moist room. She tried not to let it claim her as well, and began counting backward from one hundred to distract herself. A clear head was necessary if she wanted to escape. Her brother, Landon, had taught her that trick, along with self-defense.
Fear led to panicky actions and reactions. It led to mistakes, and there was no room for mistakes if she wanted to get herself and the others out of this house of horrors.
Her attention was claimed when the bit of light from above was suddenly blocked by a large figure filling the doorway. It was Boogeyman with a tray in hand. That's what Callie and the other girls called him.
The light danced around his body and shifted on the floor as he started down. The heavy thud of his boots on the wooden stairs was loud in the sudden hush. The women were now as still as deer caught in headlights.
Callie held her breath and waited as Boogeyman reached the bottom of the steps. He walked past her cage without a glance, heading for the back of the room and the cages there. He always started at the back, distributing a bottle of water, a bowl of oatmeal, and fruit to each captive until he reached the front. Everyone would get a meal except for the woman who had been chosen for that night's 'fun'.
Knowing that, Callie tried to make out who was getting food and who wasn't, but her cage was located at the front of the room, and the virtual darkness the other women were in, made it hard to see anything. She thought Boogeyman had stopped at every cage but couldn't be sure.
When Boogeyman stopped in front of her cage, she realized that he was now dangling the tray by one handle alongside his leg, empty.
She let her breath out on a slow, silent hiss. It was her turn for a 'night out' then.
Callie shivered from head to toe. The girls who had been out had told the rest how they had been gang-raped multiple times. The last girl, Jennifer, hadn't said a word since then.
Callie remained still, as Boogeyman set the tray on the ground and retrieved his keys from his front pants pocket. The tray would remain there until he returned her to her cage. He'd use it to carry away all the bowls he'd just handed out.
Well, he would if he was to return, but Callie didn't intend to allow that.
The door of her cage swung open, but she waited for Boogeyman's terse, "Come," before shifting to her hands and knees to crawl out. Her home for the last seven days was four feet high, four feet wide, and the same deep. There wasn't room to stand, or even lie inside it.
For seven days, she'd either lain curled in a ball on the floor, or sat with her knees tucked to her chest. She'd spent all her time in this cage, eating and even relieving herself there in the bedpan provided. The bedpans were removed once a day when Boogeyman collected their bowls after feeding and returned after emptying.
"Up," came the abrupt order, as Callie paused on her hands and knees on the cold, concrete floor. She wasn't surprised when the order was accompanied by Boogeyman grasping her arm and ragging her upward. After so long without being able to straighten her legs, she needed help and barely restrained a groan of pain as she came upright. Callie was even grateful for his supporting hand on her arm as he walked her silently up the stairs.
Much to her relief, the worst of the pain eased by the time she reached the top step, but she continued to lean into his hold, even deliberately stumbling on the last step to give the impression that she wasn't completely steady on her feet.
He'd expect that. Thanks to the drugs they put in the oatmeal she was expected to be slow and a little uncoordinated.
Only that she wasn't.
Callie had stopped eating the oatmeal three days ago. She was hungry and weak, but clearheaded. Her only worry was that she would be weaker than usual after three days of eating only one fruit. But there was nothing she could do about that and would just have to count on her skills, her strength, and the element of surprise to see her through what was coming. She had no intention of dying in her own filth in that damned, stinking cage in the basement or being sold as a prostitute to some foreign country.
Callie continued to lean into Boogeyman's hold and throw in an occasional stumble as he led her across the kitchen. She let her head hang forward as if she was too weary and stoned to hold it up. Doing so, allowed her to dart her eyes swiftly around under the cover of her long hair as she searched for a possible weapon or chance at escape.
There was nothing. The kitchen counters and table were clear of anything useful. There were no knife handles sticking out of a handy knife block, no glasses or cups sitting about that she could shatter and use as a weapon, not even a coffee machine or toaster. It could have been an empty house.
Callie continued forward, eyes searching as Boogeyman led her into a hall and up another set of stairs to the top floor of the house.
Boogeyman steered her left at the landing, urging her toward the back of the house.
The hallway ended at a large bedroom. She refused to look at the filthy bed as they walked past it to the ensuite bathroom. The walls were painted green, the toilet was green, the sink was green, and there was a green tub with small green tiles covering the wall around it.
Callie thought it was incredibly ugly, as Boogeyman urged her to the side and moved past her to bend over the tub and start a bath running.
"Take off your clothes," Boogeyman ordered. He produced a knife and held the point at Callie´s throat.
Callie undressed slowly and stood naked in front of him. She felt ill. She knew what would come next but refused to panic. Her gaze slid around the small room, settling on a collection of items on the sink counter: a towel, a washcloth, a bar of soap, shampoo, and a clean white robe.
Callie had started to look away from the collection when she had second thoughts. Boogeyman was straightening from setting the stopper and turning on the taps. He would turn his attention to her next. With no time to lose, she snatched up the shampoo, popped the lid, and squirted it at Boogeyman's face as he turned toward her. When the man gave a startled cry, fingers reaching for his eyes, she followed up with a kick to his crotch.
She had hoped to send him tumbling backward into the bath, but either he was more steadfast on his feet than most, or she was weaker than she'd expected after three days without food. He did stagger back a step, but that was it, and even as he did, he lashed out with one arm, hitting her in the chest.
The blow was like an explosive charge going off in front of her. She was sent flying through the air, and out of the bathroom. She landed on something with enough impact that it collapsed beneath her weight with a clatter, and then her head was bouncing off the floor. She was left gasping for air with stars exploding behind her closed eyes.
Fighting off the pain radiating through her head and body, she sucked in great drafts of air, relieved when her lungs expanded. For a moment, she'd feared the wind had been knocked out of her, which would have left her temporarily helpless, and she didn't have time for that. Boogeyman was even then stumbling out of the bathroom, wiping the shampoo from his red, angry eyes.
Callie turned onto her stomach, intending to push herself to her feet and start running, but she paused when her hand came down on a shaft of wood. It was the better part of one of the legs from the dressing bench that had sat at the foot of the bed.
So that was what she'd landed on, Callie thought as she noted that the once rectangular leg had splintered diagonally as the bench had collapsed. It left a rather pointed tip. A stake of sorts, she thought, grasping the item just as Boogeyman's hand clamped onto her shoulder. His fingers dug painfully into skin and muscle as he jerked her over onto her back.
Callie didn't fight. Instead, she used the momentum to help her stake the oversized bastard in the chest. They both froze then and simply stared at each other, but then she glanced down to his chest to see where she'd got him. It had all happened so quickly; she hadn't had much chance to aim.
Luck had been with her, however, because she'd hit him dead-on in the heart. If he had a heart, she thought grimly, refusing to feel guilty for what she'd just done.
A raspy breath from Boogeyman drew her eyes back up as he released her. He stumbled back a step, gaping at the makeshift weapon in his chest, and then he suddenly fell back. Boogeyman hit the hardwood floor with a solid thump that didn't cover the sound of his head cracking on the wood.
For a moment, she allowed herself the luxury of simply staying where she was. Her chest was burning where Boogeyman had landed the punch that had sent her flying, her head was pounding like crazy from its meeting with the floor, and the rest of her body—her back especially—was complaining about the abuse it had suffered when she'd landed on the bench. But she'd felled the monster who had subjected them all to such rough treatment and humiliation.
Well, one of the monsters, she acknowledged with a sigh.
Boogeyman was not the one in charge. He was just the jailer. And since Boogeyman had been preparing her for being raped, the rest of the gang was no doubt expected back soon. Callie didn't have time to sit about regathering her strength or nursing boo-boos.
Grimacing, Callie forced herself to sit up straight, then grabbed the nearest bedpost and pulled herself to her feet. Her head spun and a shaft of pain shot through her back, but she managed to get upright. As she waited for the spinning to stop, she glanced down and saw that there was a blood-stained piece of wood poking up through the also blood-stained upholstered seat of the broken bench she'd landed on. It seemed Boogeyman wasn't the only one who'd gotten staked.
A quick search revealed that she was bleeding. She craned her head to get a better view of the damage. Much to her relief, it looked like it was just a flesh wound. It was bleeding freely, but as far as she could tell, no vital organs had been hit.
Callie grabbed a towel and pressed it to the wound, trying to slow the loss of blood, and then spared a glance for Boogeyman. He lay prone, dead. Reassured, she turned her attention to the room itself. There was a phone on the bedside table farthest from the bathroom. Like the décor, the phone was old, but she didn't care so long as it worked.
Pushing away from the post, she moved to the bedside table, a bit alarmed to find she was unsteady on her feet.
Ignoring it, Callie dialed nine-one-one.
Her legs were shaking and her head swimming as she waited for her call to be answered. Afraid she'd collapse, she almost sat on the bed, but then changed her mind. She might not be able to get back up.
Fortunately, the table was between the bed and the outer wall, and a window was only a foot away. Pulling the old-fashioned cord taut, she eased to the window and leaned against the sill as her call was answered.
"nine-one-one. What's your emergency?"
"I need the police and an ambulance. Immediately," she said, frowning at how weak and shaky her voice sounded.
"What's your emergency and the address?" the dispatcher asked.
"I don't know the address. I've been kidnapped and—"
"Kidnapped?" the dispatcher interrupted.
"Yes. And there are six other women in the basement," she added grimly, glancing toward Boogeyman.
"Were these other women kidnapped, too?" the dispatcher asked, surprise showing in his previously professional voice.
"Yes," Callie answered impatiently. "You'll need more than one ambulance. I'm wounded, Boogeyman is dead, and then there are the other women."
"Boogeyman?" The dispatcher's voice took on an edge of suspicion as he picked out the name she and the other women had given to their caretaker. "Did you say that Boogeyman is dead?"
"Yes," she said, closing her eyes with frustration and wishing she'd kept that bit for the emergency workers to learn when they got there. Since she hadn't, she had to explain or risk the dispatcher thinking she was crazy. "Look, Boogeyman's just the name we called him. None of us knew his real name. He was the one who fed us and fetched us from our cages for mates to feed us with rape drugs and rape us. And, yes, I'm pretty sure I killed him. I staked him in the heart."
"Did you say you staked Boogeyman in the heart?"
There was definite suspicion now.
Callie leaned her cheek wearily against the window. The glass was cold against her skin as she tried to clear her increasingly sluggish thoughts and sort out the best way to ensure her call was taken seriously and help was sent.
Callie finally said, "I realize some of what I've said probably sounds crazy and I'm sorry. But I'm telling you the truth. I'm bleeding and about to pass Jennifer and Monica haven't talked much and if they aren't dead, they're probably dying. You need to send help, an EMT, and the police, lots of them, and fast. They—" She paused and stiffened as she became aware of a faraway whirring sound. The automatic garage door opening, she realized as adrenaline shot through her. It was probably the only modern item in this place, and she was grateful as hell for the warning it was giving her.
"Ma'am?" the dispatcher asked when she went silent.
"They are back. Send help," she hissed.
"Who is back?" the dispatcher asked.
"Who do you think?" Callie asked harshly. "The men who kidnapped us, you idiot. And when they get up here and see that Boogeyman is dead, they'll probably kill me and maybe even the other women. Send help now."
"Ma'am, just stay calm. I—"
"Have you traced the call yet? Do you know the address?" Callie interrupted, and then as the whirring stopped, she added, "It doesn't matter. I'll leave the phone off the hook. Trace the call and send help."
"Ma'am, I need you to remain calm and stay on the line. I—"
"Yeah, well, I need a UZI, but I guess we're both out of luck," Callie said dryly. "I'm leaving the phone off the hook and booking it. Trace the call and send help," she repeated grimly as the whirring below started again. The garage door closing, obviously, she thought as she set the phone on the table. They'd parked and would enter the house and come up here next. She only had moments.
Rather than risk moving back through the house and running into the monsters she was trying to escape, she turned to the window, relieved when it slid up easily. She was even more relieved to find there was no screen to have to deal with. Thank God it was an old house and let go. If it had been a new house with those fancy newfangled windows that didn't open all the way and had screens, she'd have had to take a chance and leave the room to find an exit.
She leaned out the window and peered down. She was on the second floor overlooking a large backyard. There was no handy tree or trellis to climb down from, but bushes lined the house below. If nothing else, they'd break her fall.
Grimacing at the thought, she swung one leg over to straddle the ledge, then paused as she heard a door close somewhere in the house. Probably the door from the garage to the house, Callie realized and threw her other leg over the ledge, only to pause again. There was a window below this one. She didn't know the layout of the house very well and had no idea if he might now be in the room below her.
Callie closed her eyes and forced herself to wait and listen to the faint sounds of movement in the house. But the moment she heard the thud of footsteps on the stairs, she said a quick prayer and pushed herself off the ledge.

++0++

Callie felt a stinging burning sensation all over her body that didn't, at first, make any sense to her. When she opened her eyes, it was dark, but somehow it took her only a few seconds to realize that she was lying in a blanket of soft wet grass. She tried to stand up, but a sudden screaming pain in her back brought her back down to her knees.
It took a moment for the pain to subside enough for her to get to her feet, where she found herself standing in what appeared to be an irrigation ditch in the middle of a field, and she had no idea how she got there. It was cold. As if all of that wasn't problematic enough, she was also completely naked.
Callie was confused and trying to make sense of what was happening when she saw some car's lights in the distance slowly moving her way. The thought didn't stay with her long, as her survival instinct kicked in. Without consciously thinking about it, Callie knew that she was in grave danger if she didn't get help soon.
"Hypothermia," she breathed out. She was in her senior year to become a nurse; she knew the symptoms. "Stay alive," she told herself.
Despite the pain in her head and her back, Callie started limping toward the spot where she had seen the vehicle lights. She guessed the distance to be about a hundred and fifty yards.
She could feel the burning sensation from the contact of the chilly grass against her skin as her legs were not yet numb. As she walked, she began to have problems getting her left leg to move as it should, and, the farther, she walked, the more unstable it became. Several times her leg collapsed under her causing her to fall, making her journey even more difficult.
By the time Callie made it to the road, her feet were completely numb, and her legs were beginning to lose their feeling, too. She was having difficulty thinking and assumed that the cold was affecting her brain.
The only thought in her aching head was that she had to get help, or very soon she would die. Callie looked in both directions along the road but could see nothing. She could no longer make herself walk. She was sure that she was going to die and was just about to lie down on the road and wait for the end when an RV drove past her.
Callie raised her arms over her head, well, she actually only managed to get her right arm over her head. Her left arm decided to go on vacation as her left leg had. It just didn't want to cooperate.
She wondered if the driver of the vehicle had stopped when she passed out. The last thing Callie remembered clearly was someone shouting, "What happened to you?"
CHAPTER 2




Dylan stifled a yawn, and then gave his head a shake, trying to ease the sleepiness closing in around him. Having slept in this morning, he'd started late and shouldn't be tired yet, but it turned out that driving for hours at a stretch was exhausting.
Rover sat up beside him to nudge his arm with a concerned whimper and Dylan smiled faintly. Keeping his eyes on the road ahead, he reached down blindly to pet the border collie. It was as if the dog had a sixth sense when it came to him being sleepy.
"I'm all right," he assured the dog. "I'm fine. We're almost there. We should reach Middletown in a couple of hours. They say it's an idyllic small town. Hopefully, we'll take some photos we can sell."
Dylan forced a smile and sat up a little straighter in the driver's seat as he returned his hand to the wheel.
"A hidden paradise only a few know about," he continued explaining to his dog.
All of a sudden, he saw what seemed a like naked woman, as she stumbled out of a line of trees, and fell.
Dylan had to slam his brakes on and turn the wheel, to avoid hitting her. Despite pretty much standing on the brake pedal, the vehicle continued forward a good distance before coming to a shuddering halt that sent loose items tumbling out onto the floor.
Jaw tight, Dylan hoped he hadn't hit her. He glanced into the side mirrors, then the rear camera view as well, but there were no streetlights on this lonely back road and the side mirrors only reflected darkness.
He had to get out and look.
"Probably my eyes are playing tricks on me," Dylan told to himself.
Pushing the button to ease the driver's seat back several inches, he stood in the space he'd made and then paused, kept in place by Rover, who had by then stood up and was blocking his way.
"Move, boy," he ordered, and the dog obeyed at once, trotting toward the door behind the passenger chair. Able to move now, Dylan shifted to the right a few steps and opened the pull-up doors above the front passenger window to retrieve the large flashlight that was stored there.
Flashlight in hand, Dylan moved up behind Rover to reach for the lock on the door. It would have been easier without the dog in the way, but it was a dark, lonely road out there and Dylan was more than happy to let the Rover lead the way.
Not that he was that worried. Of course, he'd heard the stories of RVers getting jacked on lonely stretches of highway and such, but most drivers wouldn't take this route, they'd stick to the highways. Surely, smart criminals wouldn't sit around out here for days or weeks on end waiting for that one idiot driver who eschewed the highway for the more scenic route.
"On the other hand, who said criminals were smart?" Dylan asked Rover, as he pushed the door open. The border collie immediately bound down the steps and disappeared into the darkness.
"Rover! Wait for me!" Dylan shouted, rushing down the first two steps, only to pause on the last of the inside steps so that he could turn on the flashlight.
Cool, damp air slapped his face as he stepped down onto the side of the road, but Dylan barely noticed, he was shining his flashlight around in search of his dog. Catching a glimpse of Rover's tail end disappearing around the back of the RV, Dylan muttered a curse under his breath and moved a bit more swiftly.
"Rover?" Dylan called, as he reached the front of the RV and was startled to hear the slight quaver in his voice.
A bark sounded to his right, and he started in that direction but paused when the dog appeared before him, tail wagging and excitement in every line of his body. Once Rover had his attention, the dog barked again.
"What is it?" Dylan asked.
Dylan swung the flashlight from left to right on the road, frowning when the light didn't reveal anything but wet tarmac.
By his guess, it must have taken them a good twenty or thirty feet to stop, but it may have been as much as sixty or even a hundred. With twenty thousand pounds of weight behind it, the RV wasn't designed for fast braking.
Raising his flashlight to see farther down the lane, Dylan started away from the RV, but hadn't gone far before he began to feel unaccountably nervous at leaving the safety of the RV behind.
Rover stood next to Dylan, he noted, but the dog was staring off into the dark trees along the side of the road, body stiff and growling.
Dylan promptly turned the flashlight beam toward the woods where the dog had focused his attention. He caught a glimpse of something in the trees.
"It may have just been a shadow caused by the flashlight," he reassured himself.
Still, something had Rover upset. He decided to investigate.
Dylan headed first for the bushes along the road, eyes scanning for any signs of disturbance as he went.
His eyes widened, as he realized that he was peering at a very naked woman lying half inside the bushes and half on the road. She was bleeding.
"It looks like she'd dragged herself here before passing out... or dying," he said, grimly.
Eyes widening with surprise, he peered at the woman more closely, noting that she had a pretty face under all that dirt. Her chest was rising and lowering though. She was alive.
His brain tried to sort out how this young woman had come to be here when she groaned.
"What happened to you?" Dylan blurted out.
"Help me... kidnapped... Callie... Petersen..." the naked girl muttered, before passing out.
"You're safe," he said, softly.
She continued to stare, eyes searching... for what he didn't know, but apparently, she found it because she suddenly relaxed, some of the fear slipping from her expression.
Dylan stared at the woman briefly, telling himself that he was not going to be able to help her. She needed serious medical care, an ambulance and hospital, and gallons of blood.
"I'll get help," he said, taking out his phone to dial nine-one-one.
"There is no signal. Damn it!" he cursed in frustration.
Dylan wasn't sure where exactly he was, other than the name of the road. He peered up the road first one way and then the other, wondering how long it would take for the ambulance to get there.
He lifted her naked body from the pavement and carried her in his arms inside the RV.
"I'll take you to the hospital, Callie. Please hang in there," he whispered, dropping her gently on his bed. The sheets got instantly tinted with her blood.
He cleaned and bandaged her wounds. He wasn't terribly surprised when she passed out halfway through his work. He set the heater to the maximum and covered the poor girl with all his blankets.
Dylan gripped the steering wheel, knuckles white. He stole a glance at the photo on the dashboard. It was his fiancée, Billie, her smile as radiant as the sun. A tremor ran through him, a desperate mix of fear and determination. He slammed the car into gear and sped off, murmuring, "I won't let you die, Callie. I promise."
CHAPTER 3
A tall man of military aspect, but in civilian attire, approached Dylan with his hand outstretched.
"I was told you're the one I must thank for saving my sister's life. The doctors say if you hadn't found her and acted so quickly, she would have died. I'm eternally grateful, Dylan." Landon's voice was thick with emotion. "The police and FBI already filled me in, but I'd love to hear it from you."
Dylan dropped the empty coffee cup in the trashcan and shook the man's hand. His grip was firm.
"I'm Dylan... Dylan Thomas, no relationship with the writer. My parents are both English Literature teachers with a sense of humor, I guess. Nice to meet you, Mr. Petersen."
Landon smiled. "Please, call me Landon. You have my eternal gratitude, Dylan. Can you tell me how you found her?" There was a time when driving was unthinkable, a consequence of a past he wasn't ready to share.
Dylan had already told his story more than once, so it was easier this time.
"I was driving through some lonely back road. Back roads are my thing," Dylan began. "Can't stand aggressive highway drivers, the tailgaters, the people who seem to enjoy cutting you off."
Landon chuckled, a flicker of understanding in his eyes. He felt the same way about highways. There was a time when he wasn't even able to drive at all because he had suffered from PTSD.
"I was scouting the woods for a good night shot when your sister stumbled out of the trees and collapsed on the road. I thought at first, she was a deer, or some other small animal. But something made me check anyway. I found your sister bleeding from a wound in her back, barely conscious, and almost frozen to death. I couldn't get a signal on my phone, so I got her to my RV. She mumbled her name and something about being kidnapped. I patched her up as best I could, warmed her up, and hightailed it here as soon as I could."
"My sister owes you her life, literally, Dylan," Landon said, gripping his hand again.
Dylan shrugged, a flush creeping up his neck. "Anyone would've done the same, Landon."
"Maybe," Landon replied, his gaze steady. "But most people wouldn't have looked back."
"I work as a travel photographer so I always pay attention to the landscape."
Landon frowned. "A travel photographer?"
Dylan gave a shy smile, accustomed to the reaction. "It is a real profession, believe it or not. I capture landscapes, historical buildings, cultures, and people in a specific place and destination, selling the photos to travel magazine editors. It combines my love of travel with photography, a great way to see corners of America and make a living."
"Sounds interesting," Landon conceded.
"It is. I was actually heading to Middletown, a small town in Washington state."
Landon's eyes widened. "I know exactly where Middletown is. My wife and I live there."
"Really? Maybe you can point me toward some good photo spots?"
"I can do better than that," Landon offered. "Consider me your personal guide. You mentioned an RV?"
"Yeah, most of the places I visit don't have lodging or everything's booked solid."
"You'll be staying on my land then. I own a cabin in the woods. As soon as Callie is released, I'm taking her there to recover."
Gratitude filled Dylan. "Thank you so much for your offer, Landon. I truly appreciate it." They exchanged phone numbers, and Landon gave Dylan directions to the cabin.
A flicker of worry crossed Dylan's face. "How is Callie? Is she awake? Will she be okay? I kept asking the nurses, but they wouldn't tell me much since I'm not family."
"Callie's asleep for now," Landon explained. "The doctors say she needs rest, but she's out of danger and expected to recover fully. My wife's with her right now."
Relief washed over Dylan. "That's fantastic news."
Landon's expression darkened. "Dylan, did you notice a vehicle following you?"
"No, not at all. Once I got a signal, I found the nearest hospital and got here as fast as I could. Why?"
"The FBI informed me that hospital security cameras caught a black van arriving ten minutes after you did. Two men got out, checked your RV, and left when a police car showed up."
Dread coiled in Dylan's stomach. "They might have been after Callie."
"It's a possibility," Landon said grimly. "I heard the recording of the nine-one-one call my sister made. She was..." Landon hesitated, his voice thick with emotion," she was held captive in a basement, with other girls. Apparently, she was kidnapped by a human trafficking ring. The FBI had been searching for this group. They think this group is responsible for several kidnappings in the area.
"Human trafficking?" Dylan whispered, the words catching in his throat. "Really? I guess, the dark side of humanity is never far from view."
Landon nodded; his jaw clenched. "They found seven cages in the basement: one empty, five holding women, and one with a dead woman."
"Oh my God," Dylan breathed.
"They also found a dead man upstairs," Landon continued, his voice low. "Stabbed in the heart."
Dylan's eyes widened. "The nine-one-one call..."
A ghost of a smile touched Landon's lips. "Callie made it. There were signs of a fight and a lot of blood in the master bedroom. The FBI think Callie was wounded when she fought back her captor."
"She had a bad wound in her back when I found her," Dylan said, his voice trembling slightly. "I did my best to stop the bleeding."
"You saved her life, Dylan," Landon said, his voice filled with gratitude. "There was an open window on the second floor. They think Callie jumped down to escape. There was a trail of blood leading to the road where you found her."
"Your sister is one tough woman," Dylan said, with a newfound respect for Callie.
"Callie is the sweetest person I know," Landon said with pride, "but she's got guts. I taught her self-defense, and she has some military training under her belt, too."
A nurse hurried over to Landon. "Mr. Petersen, your sister is awake and asking for you."
Landon shot Dylan a grateful look and practically ran towards his sister's room. Dylan hesitated for a moment, then followed after him, his heart pounding in his chest.

++0++

Callie woke up feeling like a train-wreck victim. Every inch of her body seemed to be aching or sore. Her head was throbbing. It felt like someone was crushing her skull. But when she tried to shift to a more comfortable position, she thought her back right side was the worst. Moving had sent a shaft of pain shooting through her that made her suck in a sharp breath.
A groan started to slip from her lips, but the pain it caused in both her dry throat and her head made her abruptly cut it off. She tried to blink her eyes open, but the sudden assault from the light made the pain in her head roar and she quickly closed them again. After seven days spent mostly in utter darkness, it appeared her eyes were sensitive. But she had to know where she was and what the situation was.
Mentally bracing herself against the coming pain, Callie eased her eyes open, only to close them again as the pain in her head ratcheted up a notch.
Memory followed on the heels of the pain, crashing into her head like an angry bull. Callie was pretty sure she was no longer lying in the dirt outside the house of horrors, but where was she now? Had help come?
She looked around squinting her eyes. She was in what seemed to be a hospital room. The bright light. rather than the pitch black she was used to, suggest she was safe, but Callie had to know for sure.
She forced her eyes open a crack, and then a little more, and more still until she could make out the white ceiling overhead. That was reassuring, she told herself and opened her eyes a little further, her head shifting on what felt like a pillow so that she could take in her surroundings. The first thing she saw was an IV stand to her left with a half-empty bag of clear liquid in it. Then, she heard the soft beeping of a hospital machine.
She allowed herself to relax a little then, but continued to force her eyes open and peer around.
"Oh good, you're awake." That cheerful voice drew her gaze to the door to see her very pregnant sister-in-law sitting at her side.
"Grace?" Callie asked, trying to focus her eyes on her.
"I know. I'm huge," Grace said, rubbing her belly with a self-conscious laugh, as she took Callie's hand in hers.
"Where am I?"
The question came out in a cracked, raspy voice and hurt her throat.
"You're safe. You're at a hospital." Her sister-in-law leaned past her to pick up a glass of clear fluid from the bedside table. She offered the drink to Callie. "It's water. Room temperature by now, I'm sure, but it will wet your whistle."
Callie hesitated, but then accepted the glass. She barely managed to sit up the rest of the way, and her hands shook as she held the glass.
Her senses were still alert.
"Relax Callie," she said to herself. "Grace is not drugging your water."
She took a tentative sip, then another, and finally gulped down half the glass in one go. The liquid was silky and soothing in her mouth and throat and made her realize how thirsty she'd been.
"Thank you," Callie murmured, as she lowered the glass.
"You're welcome." Grace smiled widely. "I can't start to imagine what you went through, sweetie. You're safe now. Someone found you and brought you here after you bravely escaped."
"If you don't mind, I prefer not to talk about it," Callie rasped, looking away.
"Of course not," Grace squeezed Callie's hand gently. "Landon is here. I'll let him know you're awake."
Grace left the room, and a few minutes later, her big brother rushed inside, and I sat at her side and held her hand.
"Callie... you're finally awake," Landon said out of breath.
"I fought them, Landon... You must believe me... I never gave up..." she said, with gritted teeth. "When Boogeyman attacked me, I aimed to the center mass..." she gulped several times on the verge of tears. "It was horrible..."
Everything that had happened to her came flooding into her memory. And then, she started to cry her heart out.
It was heartbreaking to see her like that.
Landon hugged his sister carefully, as if he feared breaking her. He forced himself to push the anger he felt for those who had dared to hurt his little sister aside. He had to be strong for her.
"How are you feeling?"
"Sore, weak, and like I need a shower," Callie answered honestly.
"I'm not surprised you're sore," Landon said with a nod. "You took a heck of a beating. You have bruises everywhere, and your back wound is probably tender as well. I'm afraid only time and painkillers are going to help with that," he added apologetically.
"The weakness shouldn't last long. You've lost a lot of blood before a doctor could get you sewn up, but she gave you a couple of pints to replace it before switching you to saline in the IV. Hopefully, between that and the fact that you only sustained a flesh wound, you should quickly regain your strength and feel more yourself."
"We can't do anything about the shower. Doctors said you weren't to get your bandages wet. You can get a sponge bath, though," Grace chimed in. "I saw a cute male nurse around here. I could ask him if you want."
Grace winked at her sister-in-law, and Landon growled something that sounded like "no way."
"Mom?" Callie asked taking a quick look around.
"She is visiting our hometown and I thought it was better to keep her in the dark about what happened for now."
Grace nodded, and took a look at Landon's face. Knowing her brother as she knew him, she was sure there were a lot of unsaid things behind his words.
"How long do I have to stay here?"
"A couple of days. Then, I'm taking you to Middletown with me," Landon explained.
Callie nodded; her face pinched with shame.
"I feel ashamed of myself," she muttered, with a pained expression.
"There's nothing to be ashamed of, Callie. I'm incredibly proud of you," Landon reassured her, his voice firm. "You saved yourself and those other girls."
Memories flickered, dark and horrifying. Tears welled up in Callie's eyes, and she choked back a sob. Landon pulled her into a tight embrace, his strong arms a comforting presence.
"Oh, Landon! It was horrible! I thought I was going to die locked in that filthy cage!" she cried, unable to stop her tears from rolling down her cheeks.
"What about the others?" Callie finally managed to ask, wiping her cheeks. "Did they all get out okay?"
Landon hesitated, then sighed. "There were... losses. One woman was already gone when the police entered the house. Another one..." his voice trailed off. "...died during the first night."
"Jennifer and Monica," Callie whispered, a tremor in her voice.
If she were walking down the street and ran into any one of the women from the house of horrors, she wouldn't even recognize them. She only knew them as voices in the dark, but those voices had helped keep her sane.



In the suffocating darkness, their voices had been lifelines. They whispered encouragement and shared stories during the long, silent days. But Jennifer's voice had faded the last night, replaced by a chilling silence. Callie had feared the worst, and it seemed her fears had been well founded.
"The others are safe," Landon said gently. "An FBI agent will be accompanying us to Middletown."
Callie's body tensed at this news.
"Why?" Callie pressed, her voice barely a whisper.
Landon's jaw clenched, and he avoided her gaze. "To keep you safe," he said gruffly. "I won't let anyone hurt you again."
Grace reached out and squeezed Callie's hand, her touch warm and reassuring.
A cough from the doorway drew their attention. Landon rose from his chair and ushered in Dylan, who looked a bit hesitant.
"Callie, this is Dylan," Landon introduced him. "The man who found you. He's a photographer, and he's coming to Middletown with us."
Callie turned towards Dylan and offered a weak nod. He returned the gesture, a shy smile playing on his lips.
He had a kind face, and his eyes held a sincerity that made Callie feel strangely at ease. He was attractive in a boy-next-door kind of way.
"Thank you," Callie rasped, her voice rough from disuse. "My brother says you saved my life."
"You're welcome, Callie," Dylan replied softly. "You're even more beautiful than the night we first met."
A warm flush crept up Callie's cheeks. She realized he must have seen her naked and filthy. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.
Dylan gave her a shy smile.
"Quite a first date, huh?" she stammered, a hint of amusement battling with the confusion in her voice. "Guess you came a little early, and, well, I wasn't exactly dressed for company."
Dylan chuckled, the sound warm and genuine. "Don't worry about it, Callie. I was a perfect gentleman."
A shared laugh broke the tension, and Grace watched the exchange with a knowing smile.
"So, Dylan," Callie said, gesturing to the empty chair beside her. "Come closer and tell me all about how you became my hero. Because, honestly, I don't remember much about that night."
CHAPTER 4
Callie moved to the sink and peered at her reflection. Her face was pale but clean. It was her neck, though, that drew her attention. A large, angry red scab covered the right side of her throat; a second almost healed wound was on the left arm.
It had been her first night at Landon and Grace's cabin. She couldn't sleep much, and when she managed to sleep, she had nightmares.
"Mementos from the house of horrors," Callie thought grimly, and wished she had a scarf or something to cover her neck.
She didn't, however, and tugged the towel from her head. Her hair fell around her shoulders wet and tangled and she searched in the drawer for the brush Grace had lent her. She had borrowed some clothes from her sister-in-law's wardrobe, too.
"I can't wear them, anyway," Grace had said, rubbing her big round belly.
Callie quickly dragged the brush through her hair until all the tangles were gone and her hair laid in quickly, drying waves around her face and neck. It wasn't as good as a scarf, but hid the worst of her neck and the wounds with it.
She picked out underwear, a bra, a T-shirt, and jeans and began to dress. As she did, she recalled the night she escaped, and she shivered.
"You are safe now," she reassured the reflection in the mirror, and took a deep breath.
Deciding she was ready, Callie turned, opened the door, and walked downstairs. Grace was standing at the kitchen table, taking bowls and spoons from a tray and setting them out in front of each of the two chairs. But it was the tall man dressed all in black that brought her to a halt.
Callie watched silently as he carried the third chair from the other side of the kitchen aisle to join the two at the table, noting that he was slim-hipped and had a narrow waist, but that in comparison his arms and chest were rather large under his shirt.
He had one of those gorgeous figures that sculptors loved to sculpt, and companies hired to model their swimsuits and underwear. She could imagine him sprawled on a beach, skin glistening with suntan lotion, lips spread in a wide smile and those big, beautiful eyes dancing with the joy of life.
Callie didn't know why that thought popped into her head. He was nowhere near smiling right now. In fact, his face was expressionless and kind of grim.
"Oh, Callie, you're awake. You shouldn't be up and about yet. You're too weak."
"I'm tired of being in bed doing nothing, Grace. I need to distract myself," Callie patted her forehead, and Grace nodded in acquiescence. "The cabin looks different."
"We did a major renovation. We needed more rooms with the baby coming and all."
Grace smiled at Callie. "You look much better. Come to meet agent Anderson from the FBI. He joined us last night after you went to bed. He'll be staying with us for a while," she added apologetically.
Grace was trying to make it sound as if it wasn't a big deal, but Callie knew it was. She was still in danger. It was what she'd expected but was still disappointing. Forcing a crooked smile, she said, "It's okay."
She peered at the man curiously as she approached. He was almost a head taller than her. He was wearing a suit and tie. He looked to be in his mid-to-late twenties.
The FBI man stood up and offered Callie his hand. "Pleased to meet you, Ms. Petersen."
"Pleased to meet you, too, Agent Anderson," she said politely, shaking the offered hand.
Anderson merely nodded in response; Grace pursed her lips and whispered with a giggle, "He's a man of few words."
"I'm in the room next to yours," Anderson said. "Close enough to hear you shout if you need me. But there shouldn't be any problems. The alarm system here is state of the art."
Relief washed over Callie. "Good to know," she said. "I would've hated thinking you were stuck standing in the hall all night. I wouldn't have been able to sleep a wink," she added, with a playful smile.
Anderson's expression remained stoic. She offered a lighthearted clarification, "That was a joke. You're allowed to smile, you know."
"I don't smile much," he replied.
Frustration flickered across Callie's face, and she sank into a chair at the table, turning to Grace. "Where's Landon?"
"He is outside with Dylan. Dylan arrived early this morning and parked his RV in the backyard. They are talking about bikes and photography spots. Landon showed him his restored motorbike, of course. You know how obsessed he was with getting it back in shape."
Callie giggled. "Classic bikes are his new passion. He wouldn't stop talking about it on Skype. I learned more about carburetors than I ever cared to."
Grace smiled warmly. "He certainly enjoyed the hunt for parts, though."
"Speaking of missing companions," Callie said, looking around, "where's Scout?"
"Scout and Peaches are outside playing with Rover."
"Rover?"
"Dylan's dog. Remember, he's the one who helped find you."
Callie nodded, a smile tugging at her lips. "I'll definitely give him a treat then."
Grace chuckled. "Too late. Looks like Landon beat you to it."
Callie smiled crookedly and turned her attention to the bowl of food in front of her. The most delicious aroma was coming from it, and her stomach was growling impatiently and tying itself in knots demanding she feed it.
She scooped up a spoonful of the fragrant meal and raised it to her lips for a tentative taste. She could have wept when the flavor burst on her tongue. It was hearty and so flavorful. Grace was a great cook. Callie dug in with enthusiasm.
"Slow down, sweetie," Grace said with a laugh, a moment later. "I'm pleased you're enjoying my cooking, but you haven't eaten in a while. Your stomach may not be able to handle too much too fast."
Callie grimaced but set her spoon down for a moment to allow her food to settle. She drank some milk while she waited.
"Ms. Petersen?" Agent Anderson called, trying to get her attention. When he didn't succeed, he added, "Callie?"
"Mhm?" She glanced at the agent in question.
"The other women were fed one meal daily. But when the doctors examined you, you were malnourished. They think you probably haven't eaten for a while."
"I was given oatmeal and fruit once a day like the other women," Callie said, slowly. "But I figured out that the oatmeal was drugged to keep us docile, so I stopped eating. The night I called nine-one-one was the third night I didn't eat anything but the fruit."
"And they let you simply not eat?" Agent Anderson asked.
Callie glanced at him, startled by his deep sexy voice. She shouldn't have been, because it suited him perfectly, she thought.
"Oh." Callie smiled grimly. "The other girls warned me that if I didn't eat, Boogeyman would force-feed me, so I hid my daily portion in my jacket, bunched up in a corner of my cage."
"Ah, that explains it," the agent said, and then told her," a guy from the Evidence Response Team said your coat was soiled. He thought it was vomit. Must have been the oatmeal."
Callie nodded.
"Boogeyman didn't catch on?" Anderson asked.
"He would have, had I been there much longer. It was starting to smell," Callie said, eating a spoonful.
He nodded. "His real name was Ben Sutton, by the way."
"Boogeyman suited him better. He was scary," she said, and then turned her attention to her soup and picked up her spoon again.
"According to our records, Boogeyman's brother, Barnaby Sutton is the leader of the band. That's the reason he might be looking for y—"
"Agent, let Callie eat," Grace said, raising her voice. She sounded annoyed. "You can grill my sister-in-law for information later."
"I don't have much information that could help," Callie said, quickly turning to Anderson. "I wish I had. He barely talked, and I saw his face just the day he took me out of the basement. I didn't see anyone else. Luckily, I was never drugged and raped as the other girls."
She peered at the FBI agent for a moment. Up close he was even more good looking. It wasn't just his body; his face was worth a look, or ten.
His skin was a lovely mocha, perfect and unblemished, his eyes, large and black with what appeared to be gold flecks in them, though she was sure it was pale brown and a trick of light or something.
He definitely worked out. As she'd noted, his chest was ripped, the muscles rippling under his tight T-shirt. His shoulders were wide, his arms muscular and his stomach flat.
"None of the other women had family or friends in the area, either. None of them had anyone to worry about raising a fuss over them going missing. We think that was probably the reason Sutton chose them."
"That's probably true," Callie said, solemnly. "It was smart of them."
"It explains why we didn't get on to him sooner," Anderson said, and then pointed out, "If he continues with that pattern, it will be harder to track him down."
Callie frowned at the thought of this monster out there somewhere preying on other women even as they spoke.
"I'd like to go outside with Landon and Dylan. I need some fresh air," Callie said impulsively.
Agent Anderson hesitated. "You can't," he said firmly.
Callie turned to him, confusion creasing her brow. "Can't what?"
"Leave the premises. It's not safe."
"She's not talking about going to town, Agent Anderson," Grace interjected, before things escalated. "Just a walk around the yard."
"I feel strong enough for a short walk. Besides, you'll be with me, right, Agent Anderson?"
Agent Anderson's frown deepened. "As long as you stay on the property," he conceded.
"My brother is more than capable of protecting me," Callie said with a touch of defiance. "A little fresh air won't hurt, will it, Agent Anderson?"
"A bit of fresh air will probably do you some good," Grace agreed.
With that, Callie pushed herself up and made her way outside. Agent Anderson followed close behind, his expression unreadable.

++0++

When Callie stepped outside, a splash of color caught her eye. Nestled under a spruce tree, almost invisible from the house, gleamed a cherry red Harley-Davidson.
"Landon, the bike looks incredible!" Callie breathed, her eyes widening in admiration.
Landon's face broke into a grin. "You're awake! Do you like it?"
"Love it! Did you take it for a spin already?"
"Yeah, runs like a dream," Landon admitted, rubbing the back of his neck sheepishly. "You know how I get with projects."
Callie rolled her eyes playfully. "Tell me about it, big brother."
Scout and Peaches bounded over to Callie, showering her with excited licks. Rover, meanwhile, wagged his tail enthusiastically from Dylan's side.
"Dylan and I were just discussing some photo locations," Landon continued.
Dylan offered a warm smile and a wave in Callie's direction. The night he'd found her, lying unconscious on the roadside, the darkness and the urgency of the situation had prevented him from truly appreciating her beauty. The grime, that had covered her then, had masked the delicate features he, right then, saw clearly.
"How are you feeling today, Callie?" Dylan asked her.
"Much better. Stronger, thanks for asking." Callie blushed, and looked down.
Callie had incredible green eyes, with long, thick lashes surrounding them. She had a pert nose and lips that were lovely: full and puffy like tiny perfect, pale, rose pillows that needed kissing. Simply beautiful.
"Do I have something on my face?" Callie rubbed her right cheek.
Dylan's gaze flickered at the question as he realized he'd been caught staring. He shook his head in answer to her question.
"I was just admiring you. Without all the dirt and your clothes on, you look stunning."
Callie blushed again, a slow smile spreading on her lips. She approached Dylan, stood on tiptoe, and kissed him on the cheek. "Thank you, my hero."
She batted her eyelashes at him like a starlet and giggled.
Dylan gave a mock bow. "Dylan Thomas, travel photographer during the day and occasional hero at night, at your service."
Everyone laughed, including Landon.
"Rover helped me to find you," Dylan said, scratching the dog's ears.
Callie leaned down and caressed the dog's head affectionately. "Thank you, Rover. You are my hero, too. Where were you planning to take Dylan?" Callie asked, curiosity sparkling in her eyes.
"Black Mountain," Landon informed her. "It's a hidden gem, only known by the locals."
"Oh, fantastic choice!" Callie exclaimed.
Dylan leaned in, his interest piqued. "What makes Black Mountain so special?"
"Legend has it a Native American witch resided in a cave there centuries ago," Landon began, his voice taking on a storyteller's tone. "They say..."
"Fergus Carter, the town founder, was cursed," Callie interjected, a mischievous glint in her eyes.
Dylan nodded, captivated by the tale unfolding.
Landon continued, "And the witch, in exchange for her aid, demanded Fergus' best friend, Patrick Harding, as her husband. Or so the legend goes."
"A forced marriage to save a friend's life? Now that's a story with photo potential!" Dylan enthused. "Is the cave still there?"
Landon shrugged. "Black Mountain has many caves, some with definite signs of past inhabitants. I'll take you to the biggest one. You could get some stunning shots in there. But honestly, it's just a local legend some folks use to spook kids on Halloween."
"Oh, you're butchering the story, Landon! You're so unromantic!" Callie scolded her brother, shaking her head. "It's a tale about true love, and how loving someone can change us. I'll tell you the whole story when we get there, Dylan."
A warm smile spread across Dylan's face, sending a blush creeping up Callie's cheeks. "I wouldn't miss it for the world," he replied.
"My sister is a hopeless romantic," Landon said with a fond smile, reaching out to scratch the back of Callie's head. "She's devoured every romance novel ever written and can quote classic rom-coms in her sleep."
Callie snorted. "You say it as if it were a bad thing," Callie snickered. "Hey, if it wasn't for me, you two lovebirds might still be circling each other." A playful glint entered her eyes. "Don't tell me you weren't going to propose to Grace eventually."
Landon's cheeks flushed slightly. "Of course, I was going to propose! I just... needed a little push."
Callie rolled her eyes, but a smile tugged at the corners of her lips. "A little push? Try a full-on shove! It was me who planned the whole proposal. You didn't even have a ring, remember?"
"I was going to get one, all right? You just... caught me off guard." Landon chuckled. "But I'll give you credit for lighting a fire under me."
A wave of relief washed over Landon. Seeing Callie's fire return, her playful defiance, was a welcome change. He knew, sadly, it wouldn't be a straight path to recovery. There would be good days and bad, but for now, this was good.
"Everyone loves a good happily ever after," Callie declared.
"Aren't romance stories a bit predictable, though?" Dylan countered. "Boy meets girl, they clash, there are misunderstandings, near misses, and just when you think it's hopeless... they confess their undying love and ride off into the sunset?"
"Predictable? Maybe," Callie countered. "But that's kind of the point. You know they'll get their happy ending. It's the journey, the obstacles they overcome, the way their love strengthens that keeps you turning the pages."
Dylan raised an eyebrow. "And Mr. Perfect turns out to be a prince in disguise, or secretly owns a tech empire. Isn't that a bit cliché?"
Callie threw her head back and laughed.
"Romance novels are about wish fulfillment, about creating a world where love conquers all. They allow readers to explore their own fantasies, their deepest desires."
"Wish fulfillment, huh?" Dylan mused. "Sounds a little... escapist."
Callie's smile faltered slightly. "Not entirely! Romance novels can deal with serious topics too, you know. Breakups, loss, family bereavement, domestic abuse, racism... They're not all fluffy bunnies and grand gestures."
Dylan held up his hands in surrender. "All right, all right! You win. Romance novels are more complex than I give them credit for."
"Don't say I didn't warn you, Dylan," Landon said, scratching the back of Callie's head.
Callie sniffed the air.
"Is that coffee I smell?" she asked, glancing toward the French doors that lead to the kitchen.
"Come on. We may as well enjoy a cup," Landon said, heading back to the cabin. "Do you feel strong enough to join us on the trip to Black Mountain, Callie?" Landon asked, gently.
Callie pondered for a moment. "Maybe not today, but I think I'll be up for it tomorrow. A breath of fresh air would do me good." Her voice held a hint of defiance. "I'll need you to talk to Agent Anderson, though. He seems to think I'm some kind of prisoner here. I did not escape from the house of horrors to become a prisoner here."
Landon's brow furrowed in concern. "Look, Callie, Agent Anderson is just following protocol. He's trying to keep you safe. But if it makes you feel better, I'll talk to him. I'll explain that you're in good hands with me. On a brighter note, I also spoke with Sheriff Thomas. Luckily, it's the off-season, so any unfamiliar cars or people asking about you would stick out like a sore thumb."
Agent Anderson, his gaze scanning the surroundings, approached the group.
"Is this the back of the house?" he asked Landon, his voice gruff.
"Yes," Landon confirmed. "The road is beyond those trees and the driveway is just out of sight to the right." He gestured with his hand. "That strip of trees there? It's only about twenty or thirty feet deep. The real forest starts behind the house and stretches for miles."



Anderson nodded curtly. "It was dark when I arrived last night. Just making sure we have all the access points covered."
"We have security cameras," Landon explained, pointing to a discreet black box mounted on the house. "And there are the dogs, of course."
A flicker of approval softened Anderson's expression. "That sounds sufficient for now."
"Mind if I take a quick look around the perimeter?" Without waiting for a response, Agent Anderson slipped past them and began a circuit of the house, making notes on a small pad.
As he disappeared around the corner, Callie couldn't help but steal a glance at him. A barely-there smile tugged at her lips. Maybe, just maybe, the perpetually grumpy agent wasn't so bad after all.
CHAPTER 5
Landon gripped the steering wheel, knuckles white as the four-by-four lurched over another treacherous bump. Its tires crunched rhythmically on the gravel mountain road. Sunlight dappled through the dense canopy of pines, casting dancing shadows across the rugged terrain.
The air, crisp and cool, carried the scent of pine needles and damp earth. With a determined glint in his eyes, Landon navigated the winding path, each turn revealing a breathtaking vista of snowcapped peaks and verdant valleys unfolding below. The powerful engine hummed contentedly as he tackled steep inclines, the Land Rover's capable suspension absorbing every bump and jolt with ease.
Landon stole a glance at Agent Anderson, the stoic government agent assigned to protect his sister, but the man's mirrored sunglasses gave away nothing. They had had a long conversation the previous night, once Callie went to bed, about today's excursion.
"I do what I have to do to protect your sister, Mr. Petersen." There was steel in his voice. "Sometimes that doesn't make me popular."
Anderson reluctantly allowed Callie to come with them, when Landon explained to him that the only way to reach Black Mountain was using a four-by-four.
"You didn't need to come with us, Agent Anderson," Callie said.
"I was assigned to protect you. I can't do that if I stay at the cabin," the FBI man stated.
"Yeah, right." She paused, then snorted. "And no doubt to take the opportunity to ask some more questions."
"I'm just doing my job, Ms. Petersen."
Callie turned to Dylan and asked, "He's impossible, isn't he?"
Dylan hesitated. He didn't want to get on Anderson's bad side. "Well... Maybe a little."
"You're going to hound me until I answer, aren't you?" Callie asked, with resignation.
"No, of course not," Anderson replied quickly, then belied his words by adding, "But if you could just answer a few questions...?"
Callie's snort of disgust wasn't encouraging, and the FBI agent sensed his chance to get answers slipping away. "I'm not trying to be a pest," he said, apologetically.
The silence following his words seemed to spin out for a very long time, then he heard a soft curse. "Oh, very well," Callie finally said. "Ask your questions before I change my mind."
"Yes, of course. Thank you," Agent Anderson murmured, then blurted the first question on his mental list.
"Tell me about the kidnapping. Did they just take you off the street?"
"You don't need to answer that if you're not ready," Landon said firmly, giving Anderson a stern look.
Callie didn't speak right away. Instead, her expression became thoughtful, and Anderson suspected she was mentally taking herself back to the night she'd been abducted.
Callie looked out the car's window to get her thoughts straight. When she began to speak, much to her relief, her voice was perfectly calm.
"I met Eddie at a dorm party. We smiled at each other across a crowded room. We were introduced to each other by a mutual friend. We talked for hours and exchanged numbers. He was extremely good looking, caring, and concerned. I'd never had a boyfriend in high school, and maybe that's why I was so easily seduced by him."
She gulped, feeling like an idiot.
"We started dating. It was casual at first, or so I thought," Callie recalled, her voice tinged with a sadness that seemed to surprise even her. "There was a connection, or at least I believed there was. We talked, we laughed, but it never felt like anything serious."
A shadow flickered across Landon's face, but he remained focused on the road. Callie continued her voice dropping to a whisper.
"Things changed one night at a party he threw. There was... a lot of alcohol, and drugs, too."
Landon slammed on the brakes, the car screeching to a halt. He whipped his head around, his expression a mix of anger and concern. "Alcohol? Drugs, Callie? I just... I don't understand."
The harsh words stung a fresh reminder of how she'd prided herself on being responsible, a straight-A student with a spotless record. Tears welled in her eyes.
He stepped on the gas, still looking at Callie's eyes through the rearview mirror.
The FBI agent's voice cut through the tension. "Eyes on the road," he said curtly, and Landon, with a deep breath, turned back towards the windshield.
"I never touched the drugs," Callie whispered, her voice thick with emotion. "But I'll be honest and confess that I'd had too many beers that night. When he flirted with me, I was flattered, reckless, and uncharacteristically wild—and having been such a good girl all my life, I wanted to let loose, forget the worries for once. That's when Eddie... he approached me and said the most awful things. Basically, he wanted me to have sex with him... and his friends."
Landon's hand tightened around the steering wheel, knuckles turning white. "What?" he growled.
"That was my reaction exactly," Callie said, a flicker of defiance replacing the shame in her eyes for a brief moment. "He kept feeding me this line about how it was a sign of love, that I should 'just try it.' I refused, over and over again. The last thing I remember is feeling... fuzzy... drowsy..." Her voice trailed off, and a shudder wracked her body. A choked sob escaped her lips.
Callie squeezed her eyes shut, and Agent Anderson watched her intently. A kaleidoscope of emotions flickered across her face - fear, shame, a flicker of anger, then a cold dread that settled in her eyes.
Landon let out a growl that seemed to rumble from the depths of his chest. "I'm going to make that son of a..." his voice trailed off into a threat, laced with murderous intent.
Callie's eyes snapped open, a sliver of steely resolve replacing the vulnerability. "The next thing I remember is..." She paused, taking a shuddering breath. "...waking up in the dark. In a cage."
The words hung heavy in the air. Callie's breath hitched, and she closed her eyes again. For a long moment, there was only silence. Then, she continued, her voice barely a whisper, "I was... helpless. Weak. Disoriented. I couldn't see anything, but I could feel the cold metal bars around me. And I could hear..." she stopped again, drew a shaky breath, and continued, her voice barely audible, "...girls sobbing. Someone else was there, in the dark with me."
"Night after night, Boogeyman took one of us out. When they returned, they were... broken. I heard words like 'rape' and 'forced' more times than I wished." Callie's voice hitched, and she locked eyes with Agent Anderson, her own welling with unshed tears. "There were moments," she whispered, "when I wished I was dead."
A shuddering sob escaped her lips, and Dylan reached out a hand, squeezing hers gently.
Landon tensed, afraid that these memories might be too much for his sister. He tried to think of something to say to make her feel better. But before he came up with something.
Callie, taking a fortifying breath, continued, her voice stronger.
"By the time Boogeyman took me upstairs, and forced me to undress, I was sure I was going to die. I was utterly terrified. But fear wasn't all I felt. There was a spark of defiance, a will to survive. And because of that, because of those years of training, I..." She trailed off, her jaw clenched for a moment before she forced a shaky smile. "Let's just say I managed to surprise the bastard."
Dylan offered Callie a comforting squeeze.
Landon's knuckles relaxed slightly on the wheel. His face remained a mask of grim determination.
Callie wiped at her eyes, taking a deep breath. "I feel ashamed of myself. My prince turned out to be a creepy toad. I know I disappointed you, Landon. I'm sorry."
She swallowed, and did her best effort to push the bad memories away.
Anderson was ready to ask more questions, but Landon interrupted him. His voice low and dangerous, growled, "That's enough for today, Agent."
Dylan took the opportunity to change the subject. "What are majoring in, Callie?"
Callie was silent for a while, as her mind shifted gears, then explained, "I am in an ROTC program to become a nurse. The army wasn't my first choice, but it was my best shot. They are paying for my full nursing-school tuition. Growing up poor, opportunities were scarce, and the scholarship program offered a path out of the cycle. Yet, for me, the draw went beyond financial security. It was the chance to fulfill a deep-seated desire to help others."
Callie suddenly relaxed and smiled. Dylan's serene expression had this effect on her.
"Witnessing firsthand the struggles of my brother with PTSD, I developed a profound empathy for those in need. I saw the impact of limited access to healthcare, the toll it took on families, and the quiet heroism of the nurses who served them. Their dedication sparked a fire in my own heart, a yearning to join their ranks and alleviate suffering."
"You're a bighearted person, Callie," Dylan exclaimed, truly impressed.
"My motivations aren't purely altruistic. The program promised stability, a chance to build a better life for myself and potentially, one day, my family."
"Military life is a hard road to take. You gain things, but you sacrifice a lot, too. I told you so many times," Landon said, looking for her sister's eyes in the rear mirror.
"I'm aware of the rigors of military training, the demands of a medical career, and the potential for deployment to conflict zones. These are not burdens I take lightly, Landon. But they are worth it if I can make a real difference in the lives of my patients, providing compassionate care and alleviating their pain."
Dylan had his camera hanging from his neck and took a picture of Callie while she talked. He truly admired her passion.
Callie was a beautiful woman, with glossy, chestnut waves of hair framing large, almond-shaped green eyes, a straight nose, and high cheekbones in an oval face.
Landon parked the four-by-four near a gurgling, low-water stream named Harding Creek. "We'll have to hoof it from here," he announced, hopping out of the vehicle.
They all went out of the Land Rover.
Dylan followed, hoisting a hefty bag overflowing with camera equipment. Callie emerged, stretching her arms high above her head, a satisfied smile playing on her lips. The crisp mountain air filled their lungs, carrying the scent of pine and damp earth. It was a welcome change from the stale cabin air, sending a jolt of energy through their bodies, chasing away the lingering fatigue.
The path leading away from the vehicle was rocky and uneven, winding its way through a dense forest. As they climbed a steep slope, the trees thinned, revealing a breathtaking vista. Lush valleys stretched out below, painted in vibrant shades of green and dotted with sparkling streams.
The sight left Dylan speechless, his jaw slack and his eyes wide with wonder. He instinctively reached for his camera, snapping photos with a fervor that betrayed his awe.
The group walked a rocky path for some minutes, and then, climbed a slope, emerging onto a platform in front of the mouth of a great cave. It appeared to be quite expansive, and very lofty, resembling a cathedral aisle more than anything else.
They continued for several minutes, the path eventually leading them to a platform overlooking the mouth of a massive cave. It yawned open before them, easily one hundred feet long and fifty feet wide. Its towering interior, bathed in an ethereal twilight, highlighted the chapel's alley
"Wow! This is incredible," Dylan exclaimed, his voice echoing amidst the cavernous space. "I can practically picture a witch stirring a bubbling cauldron right over there!"
"I'll keep watch outside for any unwanted visitors," Agent Anderson announced, his voice carrying an undercurrent of tension.
Landon raised an eyebrow. "Suit yourself, Agent. This isn't exactly a bustling tourist destination. Like I told you, the only way in is by off-road vehicle."
Anderson remained unconvinced. "I understand," he said curtly. "But I'll feel better keeping watch from here."
Landon shrugged and walked into the cave to join Callie and Dylan.
Landon shrugged, accepting the man's stubbornness. He stepped into the cave, Callie and Dylan following close behind. They ventured deeper, soon finding themselves fifty feet from the entrance where the natural light began to fade. Dylan busied himself setting up his lights, their beams casting dancing shadows on the rough-hewn walls. Callie assisted him, her movements efficient and practiced.
Dylan found a secluded corner and crouched, meticulously framing shots from various angles. Callie and Landon leaned against the cavern wall, observing his work. He occasionally requested adjustments, asking them to reposition a light or switch it off completely.
A comfortable silence settled between them, broken only by the whirring of the camera and the rhythmic drip of water somewhere deep within the cave. Finally, curiosity piqued, and Callie broke the quiet. "So, Dylan," she began, "how long have you been doing this photography thing?"
Dylan paused for a moment before responding, a flicker of sadness crossing his features. "Four years," he said quietly. "My fiancée and I always dreamed of buying an RV and traveling the country. We could both work remotely, so we just... went for it."
"Are you engaged?" Callie asked, her voice barely a whisper, laced with a hint of something that sounded suspiciously like disappointment.
Dylan's focus on the camera faltered for a moment. A prickle of surprise ran down his spine as he stole a glance at Callie. The horror etched on her face sent a jolt through him, a stark contrast to the carefree joy she'd exuded moments before.
He looked away quickly, his throat tightening. "I was," he said quietly, the word catching slightly. "Billie died of cancer a year ago. A brain tumor."
The raw pain in his voice was evident, even with his attempt to keep it steady. He cleared his throat, forcing himself to focus on the technical aspects of the camera settings. "This is my first solo trip," he added dryly. "That's why I got Rover."
He moved away from Callie, his movements stiff, a silent plea for space to process the emotions her question had unearthed. He busied himself with the camera, snapping a few more photos, anything to distract himself from the well of grief threatening to overflow.
A heavy silence descended upon them, broken only by the whir of the camera. Finally, Callie spoke, her voice barely above a murmur. "My sympathies for your loss, Dylan."
The words were simple, yet they struck a chord deep within him. Shamefacedly, he realized tears were blurring his vision. Swallowing the lump in his throat, he fought back a sob, hastily wiping away a stray tear that escaped.
Suddenly, Callie was beside him, her arms outstretched. Without a word, she pulled him into a hug. Dylan hesitated for a beat, then melted into her embrace, the dam holding back his grief finally breaking. He clung to her, the warmth of her presence a solace against the sharp sting of loss.
"Thank you, Callie," he rasped, his voice thick with emotion. "I needed that. Damn, this grief business is a tricky thing, sneaking up on you when you least expect it."
"I'm a hugger. Who doesn't need one every once in a while?" She looked at him, and said, "May I ask you a personal question?"
After a moment's hesitation, Dylan said, "You may."
"How did you and Billie meet?"
Dylan broke into a wide smile as he savored the pleasant memories.
"We were high school sweethearts," Dylan answered solemnly. "My first kiss, my first date, my first everything. She was my first and my only one."
"Do you ever feel like you missed out? Not getting to date other women or experience—?" Callie asked. It was one of the lines Eddie had fed on her, trying to push her boundaries.
A lot of girls in college also talked about 'sowing their wild oats' while they could.
"No. Maybe some people need to try a lot of men or women to find the right one. I knew it all along," Dylan interrupted. He'd been asked the question before. Usually by male friends who seemed horrified that he hadn't kissed and slept with loads of women before settling down with his fiancée. "I was very lucky. Some men go their whole life searching for, but never finding, their soulmate. I was lucky enough to find mine before I was even looking."
Dylan took a deep breath. "I still miss her. I should be coming home to a wife and a house full of kids by now. Lots of kids."
"How many?" Callie asked, trying to lighten the mood.
Dylan considered it for a moment, with a shy smile. "I don't know. Five?"
"Would you settle for three?" Callie negotiated, raising an eyebrow.
"I could do that," Dylan said, wiping a tear with the back of his hand. "Some hero, huh?"
"You are a true hero," Callie blurted. The more she knew about Dylan the more she felt attracted to him. "You are to me. Showing emotion is not a weakness. It's a strength."
Trying for a calmer tone of voice, Dylan said, "Thank you. If this were one of the romance stories you read, your hero would be the knight in shining armor, who is willing to die to protect you."
Callie frowned. "Who would that be?"
"Agent Anderson from the FBI, of course."
Callie blinked in surprise, then a laugh burst from her lips. "Who would you be in this story?"
Dylan shrugged and snapped a picture of Callie's expression, taking her by surprise. "Maybe I am the plucky, young sidekick trying to talk sense into you."
Callie shook her head. "Nah. That would be Grace, my sister-in-law."
"Okay. Then, I am one side of the love triangle."
"Oh, this story suddenly got interesting!" Callie's smile got wider.
"Who is the small-town girl going to pick? The funny and endearing travel photographer or the dark and mysterious knight with a badge?" Dylan played along.
"Funny and endearing? Really, Dylan? You'd make a good press agent."
Dylan laughed at that. He reached for one of her hands, and after a moment, Callie linked her fingers with his.
"You're still my hero," she whispered.
CHAPTER 6
Callie woke up with a choked cry, the remnants of terror clinging to her. In her dream, she'd been trapped again, paralyzed in the darkness of the House of Horrors basement. Her heart hammered against her ribs, as she struggled to focus on the familiar shape of her room.
The door creaked open, and Callie flinched. Landon stood in the doorway, his brow furrowed and eyes wide with concern. Scout, her loyal dog, whined softly at his heels.
Callie blinked rapidly, trying to tear her gaze away from the lingering shadows of her nightmare and focus on her brother's worried face.
Anderson was standing behind Landon, wearing just a pair of shorts and holding a gun. They both had the same worried look on their faces.
"Are you okay, Callie?" Landon asked, out of breath. "We heard you scream out."
Landon knew firsthand how disturbing nightmares could be.
"Yeah, it was a nightmare. Sorry, I woke you up, guys. I'm okay, you can go back to sleep."



"I'll stay with her," Landon said to Anderson, sitting on the edge of her bed. Anderson nodded and went back to his room.
"Everything is going to be okay," Landon said quietly, moving to her side to rub her back. "I know it doesn't look like it, but it will be. Trust me. You're not alone. There are a lot of people on Team Callie, ready to support you."
"Team Callie?"
"Something Grace came up with that helped me in the past," he explained. "It's all the people you can count on when you need help."
Callie nodded.
"I'll leave Scout with you. He will be happy to sleep in someone's bed again. I don't have nightmares since I sleep with Grace," Landon said, with a sigh.
He smiled at Callie and offered her his hand. She took it and smiled at him. Scout climbed to her bed and lay at her feet. Callie rubbed his head.
"Listen, I must go to Seattle tomorrow for my monthly check-up. Maybe you could come with me and talk with Doctor Michaels about what happened," Landon suggested.
"Oh, Landon! Your PTSD! I should have never come here. All this stress is the last thing you need. I feel so selfish. I'll tell Anderson to take me to a secure location..." Callie was now on the verge of tears.
"Shh... Callie. Relax. I'm doing much better now. I haven't had an episode in almost two years. I'm a husband and I'm going to be a daddy. I'm never going to send you away. It's not going to happen. I'm your big brother and your protector. Don't worry, I can handle a bit of tension."
"I wish this whole thing would never have happened," Callie whispered.
"I understand where you come from, sis. Dealing with the physical toll the attack took on my body was easy. The hardest part to deal with was the psychological effects. Doctor Michaels helped me with that, and he can help you, too."
Landon gave Callie one last squeeze before standing up. "Try and get some sleep. If not, don't be afraid to look for me. I've been up many nights because of my nightmares. And now, because Grace rolls over all night and wakes up to pee two or three times a night."
With that, Landon closed the door behind him.
Scout blinked at Callie innocently, eyes wide, and she clung to the dog as if he was a lifesaver.

++0++

"Are you really going to risk your sister's life?" Anderson asked Landon.
"We are going to Seattle."
"But—"
"No buts," Landon said firmly. "We talked about it last night. Callie needs professional help to deal with what happened to her. She is coming with me to talk with my psychiatrist."
"Driving to Seattle is too dangerous," Anderson replied, not giving up. "Give me a day or two and maybe...
"Hell no!"
Anderson's eyebrows flew up.
"I'm not a prisoner here... or am I?" Callie asked coldly.
"No, of course not, but it's in your best interests to remain here," Anderson said at once."
"I'm sure a quick drive to Seattle and back wouldn't be a problem," Landon interrupted, moving to his sister's side to add his support. "Callie was locked in a cage in a windowless basement for days. A short trip will do her good."
"I can't hide here forever," Callie argued. "I can't put my life on hold forever.
"That's a forty-five-minute drive. Too many things can go wrong."
Anderson had no doubt Callie deserved a break. In his eyes, she was a hero. She'd saved herself and those other women. But if his job had taught him one thing, it was that you don't always get what you want or deserve.
"I refuse to live in fear," Callie pushed.
"We are going with or without you," Landon stated firmly.
"What about your wife? Are you taking her with us in her condition? She could go into labor at any moment."
Landon hesitated.
"I'll stay with her," Dylan offered. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to pry, but I came into the cabin for coffee, and I couldn't help but overhear your conversation."
Grace rolled her eyes, and then she said, "I'm due in a month. I promise I won't go into labor. Dylan can drive us to Panoramic Point. I could use some fresh air and I'll take the dogs with us."
"I'll call if anything happens," Dylan promised.
"Sounds good to me," Landon finally said. He knew once Grace made a decision nothing would stop her.
Much to Callie's amazement, Anderson growled under his breath with frustration.
"Come on, Anderson, have a heart," Grace chided.
"Fine," he said curtly. "I'll go with you. But it's straight there and back."
"Thank you."
"I'll go fetch some things." Anderson rushed inside the cabin and came back a few minutes later, carrying some items in his hands.
"Put this on," he ordered, holding out a baseball cap and sweatshirt.
When Callie didn't immediately accept the items, he explained in the same tone of voice you'd to talk with a child, "It's to disguise your appearance."
Callie looked at her brother and he nodded to approve the idea. "Better to be safe than sorry."
She took the items, and quickly shrugged on the sweatshirt over her own clothes, then pulled the ball cap on her head.
"Tuck your hair under," Anderson instructed.
Callie took the hat off, caught her hair in a ponytail, twisted it around into a bun on top of her head, and then held it in place as she slid the hat over it. "Okay?"
"Why?" she asked with a frown.
"They might be watching Middletown exits. Have you forgotten that Sutton is looking for you because you killed his brother?"
Callie had guessed so already, but somehow, she had managed to push that fact to the back of her mind.
"So, he is looking for revenge..." she whispered.
Callie looked at Landon, and he pressed his lips together.
"Anderson..." Landon growled.
"She needs to know," the FBI man stated. "We should go," he said suddenly. "We're taking my car. It's faster and reliable."
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"Landon, I put Callie on anti-anxiety meds and sleeping pills. Make sure she takes them. Make sure she sleeps a lot for the next couple of weeks, while her soul heals," Doctor Michaels offered a thin smile. "She's doing well, though. Callie has a rather impressive ability to block out pain."
Landon's shoulders slumped slightly. "How come?"
"Growing up poor, losing her father at a young age, witnessing your mother's struggles to raise the three of you, then you returning wounded and battling PTSD... your sister has developed incredible resilience," Doctor Michaels explained. "Must run in the family," he added with a wink.
"Thank you, doctor." Relief washed over Landon as the doctor offered reassurance. He shook Doctor Michael's hand, his heart filled with gratitude.
He returned to the waiting room where Callie and Anderson were waiting for him.
"All set?" Anderson asked, looking at his watch.
"All set," Landon agreed. "We can go."
As they walked out of the building, Callie went suddenly stiff. Anderson paused and scanned the area. "What is it?"
Callie was staring across the street. A man was standing in the afternoon shadow cast by the house across the street and she was sure it was Eddie. The shape and sheer size were his, but he looked different.
A chill ran up her spine.
"Callie?" Anderson moved up beside her and took her arm. "What is it?"
She glanced at Anderson briefly, and then back, eyes widening when she saw that Eddie was gone.
"It thought I saw someone," she said, letting her breath out slowly as Doctor Michaels had taught her.
She scanned the street, aware that Anderson was doing the same, but there was nothing to see then. It was early enough that the kids weren't yet home from school and the parents were still at work. So there were just a few cars, and some people walking their dogs.
"Sutton?" Anderson asked, still looking around.
A prickly sensation of fear crept up the back of Callie's neck.
"I thought it was him, but he looked different. My eyes could be playing tricks on me."
"Right," Anderson agreed mildly, but she could tell he didn't believe that. He was now stiff with tension. So was Landon.
Callie had convinced herself it was her imagination when Sutton had disappeared so swiftly.
Anderson's first impulse was to search around for him, but it took a few seconds to realize that was a bad idea. Sutton might have been baited to take him away to search while his partners in crime went after Callie. As much as he wanted to catch the bastard who had hurt those girls, Callie's safety came first.
He had a grim expression as he led Callie to the car.
Once she was safe inside the car, Callie did what she'd been avoiding doing and glanced around the street. Much to her relief, there was nothing and no one of note. Whoever it was, was gone. But gone where? She let out the breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding.
They were all silent as Anderson drove away. He kept a sharp eye out on the way home, but hadn't seen anything to indicate they were being followed.
"Why did you join the FBI, agent?" Callie asked to distract herself.
Anderson gave a small shrug. "Every little boy wants to save the damsel in distress and be a hero when he's growing up. I guess I just never outgrew that," he said, lightly.
She wasn't amused as intended; instead, Callie frowned.
"Is that how you see me? As a damsel in distress?"
The question surprised a bark of laughter from Anderson, and he shook his head. "Hardly. I see you as incredibly brave and strong. You rescued yourself from that house. You didn't need a hero. You are one."
Callie looked uncomfortable and shifted in her seat.
CHAPTER 7
"We could stop at the mall for food," Callie suggested, her tone now wheedling. "There is a KFC on the way home. It would only take a couple of minutes and we can eat it out on the veranda. I'm sure Grace would enjoy that almost as much."
"You are impossible," Anderson muttered, under his breath with frustration.
He usually had no problem saying no. But Callie was a different matter. She saw 'no' as a challenge, and when she put her mind to it, she could be a real pain.
Rather than say no, he tried to reason. "Are you sure you want junk food, Callie? Your sister-in-law is pregnant, and she should be eating healthier. She has the baby to think of."
"Chicken is relatively healthy, certainly healthier than a burger, and that way Grace won't have to cook."
"My sister has a point there," Landon opined.
The last part was the nail in the coffin of Anderson's resistance. Callie was injured and still recovering, and Grace was pregnant and had been complaining of swollen feet.
Neither woman should be on her feet working in a kitchen. As for him, he didn't know a damned thing about cooking. It made stopping for dinner the logical solution.
Anderson liked logic.
"Very well. We'll stop for takeout at KFC," he said, and was rewarded with a smile from Callie. She winked at his brother.
When she smiled, he felt his own lips crack into a crooked smile in response, and then he quickly turned forward again.
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"The food smells good," Grace said, as Callie set the bags of food on the kitchen table.
"I thought we could eat on the veranda," Callie suggested, cheerfully.
"Oh, that sounds nice." Grace clapped and followed Callie toward the back of the house with the Scout and Peaches trailing her.
Anderson and Landon followed both women. While they headed out onto the veranda, Landon stopped in the kitchen to fill one of the dogs' dishes with water and the other with food before joining them.
"Oh, that was nice of you. Thank you," Grace said. Grimacing, she added, "I should have thought of it myself."
"You were carrying the human food," Landon said, kissing his wife as he set the dishes on the edge of the covered veranda.
Straightening, he glanced at Grace, who was setting out the containers on the patio table. "I'll get drinks. What would you ladies like?"
"Orange juice for me," Grace said, picking up the second bag of food containing the two meals she hadn't set out. "Just a glass or I'll pee all night."
"We should invite Dylan," Callie suggested. "Where is he?"
"He is probably inside the RV checking the pictures he took at Panoramic Point," Grace explained. "We had a great time. He is a very nice guy."
"I'll do that," Callie offered, and hurried to the RV.
She knocked on the door and asked, "Dylan, may I come in?"
"Sure, it's open," a voice answered from inside.
Dylan was reviewing the pictures he had taken, on his laptop. Callie placed a hand on his shoulder and leaned down to take a closer look.
"Wow! These pictures are great. I've been at Panoramic Point many times and it never looked so beautiful. You are a very talented photographer, Dylan."
"Thank you, Callie, you flatter me. Panoramic Point is a breathtaking place, I just had to point and click. Having a great camera helps, of course. If I manage to sell my photos it will put Middletown on the map." He turned his head and looked into her beautiful green eyes. "To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit, Callie?"
"I came to invite you to have dinner with us: Landon, Grace, and Anderson."
"Anderson eats? I thought he was a cyborg or something like that," Dylan joked.
Callie didn't laugh. For some reason, she wanted to defend the FBI man. "He takes his job seriously, but he isn't a bad guy once you get to know him. He is actually caring and concerned."
"Excuse me?" Dylan asked, sounding surprised. "Caring and concerned, did you say? Are we talking about the same person?"
"He can be caring and concerned in his own way," Callie said firmly, crossing her arms. "He tends toward grumpiness, but I suspect it is just a shield, a way to keep others from getting too close. He is risking his life to keep me safe. I'm not making his job easy, but he doesn't complain."
She made a pause to gather her thoughts and then continued.
"He always has his guard up, and to keep people at arm's length. It makes me wonder why he feels he needs a shield to keep people at a distance."
When Dylan spoke, he did it in a very quiet voice. "Callie... Anderson is not a character from one of the love stories you read. I think you might be idealizing him."
She frowned. "What do you mean?"
"You are projecting on him what you want him to be. You have pinned all of the attributes you want in a man onto him," Dylan explained.
"I think you're just jealous that I might be interested in him and not you."
Dylan showed her his palms. "I'm just pointing out that you can't love someone you don't know. You know nothing about the man. You don't even know his first name unless it's 'agent'."
Callie didn't find Dylan's joke amusing. She opened her mouth as if to continue the argument, but then let out a sigh and shook her head wearily.
"Well, you know nothing about me if you think I'm a dreamer living in fantasy land. Dreaming about love it's not an escape from reality, it's comforting. No matter how shitty your situation is, love can change your life for the best."
Dylan ran his hands through his hair as if his head hurt, before muttering, "In the real world, half of those relationships will end in divorce. Seventy percent will cheat on their partners. How does love win in the end?"
Callie wagged a finger at Dylan. "I'm not naïve. I'm aware relationships are complicated, for sure. I give you that. But love? Love is a fragile bud that needs constant care."
"Sounds like a Hallmark card," Dylan scoffed.
"Maybe," Callie countered, "but it's true. Love takes work. Even more work to keep it alive. People get caught up in careers, success, chasing that next big thing... They forget what truly matters. A fancy house is just bricks and mortar without love. It's the love that fills it, that makes it a home. We weren't rich growing up, not by a long shot, but our house overflowed with love. I saw it between my parents every day, the kind of love that endures. That's what I've always wanted."
Dylan stared out the window, a flicker of longing crossing his features. "Maybe..." he trailed off, his voice laced with uncertainty, "maybe you're right. You know," he said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully, "I had that kind of love with my fiancée. I'm not sure I'll ever find it again."
"Why not?"
"Because I'm not a millionaire or a prince," he said, with a sad smile.
Callie looked at him wondering what Dylan meant.
"Or an FBI agent, for the matter," he added in a whisper. "Thanks for the invitation, Callie, but I'll pass on the dinner. I still must edit these pictures and see if I can sell them."
"Sorry for disturbing you," she said and rushed to the RV door.
As soon as Callie left the vehicle, Dylan closed the window with the photos he had taken revealing the desktop.
The wallpaper was a picture of Billie and Dylan. She was bald, but even so, she was smiling bravely to the camera.
"Or maybe, because true love is something that happens just once in a lifetime," he muttered, caressing the screen with the tip of his fingers. "Maybe she is not the one, Billie."
Almost immediately, Dylan heard the voice of his fiancée in his mind.
"Promise me, Dylan."
"You know I can't promise you anything like this! We're going to beat this! You're going to get well."
The expression on Billie's face was serious. "We both know that's not true, love. I don't want you to live the rest of your life alone. Promise me you'll open yourself to a new love when it comes knocking at your door."
Dylan was already shaking his head. "No, I won't because it means I'm giving up on you, and I'll never do that."
Billie's voice was now soft, "Promise me you'll try, at least."
"Why, Billie?"
"Because I love you, silly man. I want you to be happy and live that life I'll never get to live," Billie was openly crying now.
Dylan's vision blurred as tears filled his eyes. He touched the screen again, and whispered, "I promise, Billie."
++0++
"Is Dylan joining us?" Grace asked Callie, when she returned.
Callie stared at her and shook his head. "I don't think so. He is busy editing the photos he took."
Grace frowned, but said nothing.
"Come. We should best eat before the food cools," Landon said.
Scout ran into the woods followed by Peaches.
"Will the dogs be all right out there?" Anderson asked, with concern.
.
"Yes. Scout won't run off or anything. He stays close. He'll probably come looking for me after a while," Landon assured him. "Peaches always follow Scout."
"Your dog is well trained," Anderson countered, turning his attention to opening the lid of his meal and surveying the contents. It smelled amazing.
"He's a great service dog," Landon said, "I got him from a special program for vets."
Anderson nodded. "I would love to have a dog, but my hours aren't exactly regular, and I don't want to stick the poor thing in a cage for hours on end. And what would I do with it if I had to be away for days?" he added, with a frown.
"You're thinking of the dog first. That's the sign of a good pet owner," Landon said, approvingly. "A lot of people don't consider things like that when they get a dog. They want one, so they get it. Then they're upset and think there's something wrong with the dog when it isn't easily trained or pees in the house."
Anderson's first bite of the chicken was a revelation. It was delicious.
They all ate in silence.
From time to time, Callie cast a glance towards the RV. Grace noticed, but said nothing.
A satisfied sigh from Callie drew Anderson's attention from his nearly empty container. His eyebrows rose when she pushed her half-finished meal away and sat back in her seat.
"All done?" he asked, eyeing the chicken and fries remaining in the container.
"I'm afraid so. My stomach really must have shrunk. I'm stuffed," she said, and then offered, "Do you want to finish it?"



When Anderson nodded eagerly, she laughed and pushed the container across the table to him.
"Thank you," he said, and quickly moved her leftover chicken and fries to his own container.
Callie smiled indulgently, as she watched him eat her food, but she began to yawn as he was finishing.
"You're tired, sis," Landon commented. "You should get some rest."
"Yes." She grimaced. "I didn't use to be such a lightweight, but I've been falling asleep all over the place today."
"It's your body recovering. It'll pass," Landon assured her.
Callie nodded and then glanced at Scout and Peaches as the dogs returned from a trip to relieve themselves and settled at their owners' side.
"How long do you think you'll be here?" Grace asked Anderson.
He hesitated. "You know there is a chance Sutton might come after you. He is looking for revenge and he won't give up."
"So, we have to wait until he comes after me and you can capture him?"
"I'm afraid so," Anderson muttered. "Probably it won't take long. Sooner or later, he'll make a mistake."
"You think you'll capture him quickly, then?" Callie asked, tilting her head. "Have you got any lead on him or something?"
"No," he answered honestly.
"I'm missing classes," she sighed.
An uncomfortable silence followed.
"Don't worry about that now. You need to relax and sleep to regain your strength. Let us worry about the rest," Landon said.
"Well, I'll get ready and go to bed, then," Callie said finally. Callie hesitated, obviously wanting to ask more questions, but another yawn caught her.
"Goodnight, Callie," everyone wished her.
Callie stood up and walked upstairs. Scout followed her.
"Grace, you go and help Callie. Anderson and I can take care of cleaning," Landon offered.
"Okay, goodnight." Grace led the way up the stairs. Callie and Scout followed her.
Landon began to collect the bags and Anderson helped him.

++0++

Grace knocked at the door and stood on the threshold with ointment and gauze in hand.
"I need to take a look at your back," she said apologetically, drawing Callie's attention back from the dog, who had walked over to the bed and dropped to lie beside it.
Callie hesitated briefly, but then nodded. It had to be taken care of. She knew what could happen to wounds that weren't cared for properly and she'd be damned if she'd risk dying of an infected wound after surviving that hell house.
Callie turned her back to Grace and leaned forward with a grimace. Then, she lifted her pajama top.
"Fast or slow?" Grace asked, and when Callie glanced over her shoulder she explained, "One quick yank might be better."
Callie bit her lip, but nodded and then turned to face away from her sister-in-law again.
"Deep breath," she said.
Callie started to suck in a slow deep breath, but halfway through, it became a sharp inhale as Grace ripped the bandage from her back.
She sagged with relief though, when it was done, and the bandage was off.
"Are you okay?" Grace asked, with concern.
Callie nodded, letting her breath out slowly. It had hurt but had been one quick jolt of pain rather than the long drawn-out constant pulling pain.
"How does it look?" she asked, raising her arm and craning her head around to try to see her wound.
"It's healing," Grace said.
That was good, she supposed. But "it's healing" didn't tell her much. Was it a great gaping hole? Probably not, Callie acknowledged. The doctor told her the cut on her back required stitches, so it was probably a large, nasty puckered one. Lovely.
"What does it mean?"
"Less red than it was at the hospital," he added. "I'm going to put the salve on now. It might sting," Grace warned quietly.
Callie gave up trying to look at it and nodded as she turned forward again. She felt Grace brush the ointment on.
She could tell that Grace was trying to be gentle. Her fingers barely feathered over her skin, but it was tender enough that even that stung. Grinding her teeth, she held her breath and waited, trying to keep her mind blank.
She waited patiently as Grace taped the gauze in place, barely restraining a shiver as her warm fingers moved over her skin.
It was actually a relief when Grace said, "Done. You can let go of your shirt."
Grace announced and Callie let her breath out on a sigh.
She squeezed Callie's arm.
Callie immediately lifted her arms, allowing the cloth to drop back down.
Grace had come around and was standing in front of her.
"What happened with Dylan?"
"What do you mean?"
"He didn't join us for dinner. I'm sure he would have unless something happened. Which was the reason why you argued?"
Callie bit her lower lip and looked down. "Because he got mad when I told him Anderson was a caring person. Dylan said I was idealizing him, and that I barely knew him."
"Are you?"
Callie shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe... I got mad when he said that about me. He thinks I'm a silly teenager lusting after Anderson."
"Dylan is jealous, Callie," Grace said, with a knowing smile. "It's as simple as that."
Callie glanced at Grace with surprise. Dylan just didn't seem to be the jealous type. He was too considerate and... well... sweet for that.
"I don't know," Callie muttered, dropping her eyes.
"Yes, you do," Grace said, with a laugh.
"What has Dylan to be jealous of?"
"Of every guy who gives you the up-and-down look."
Callie laughed. Shaking her head, she protested, "No one does that. I'm just plain old me."
"They do," Grace assured her sister-in-law. "Mister FBI agent was doing it, too."
Callie blushed deeply. "Well, I've never noticed it."
"I think it's adorable that you're completely oblivious to how attractive you are, sweetie. I always thought a man would have to hit you over the head before you'd notice they were attracted to you," Grace said, with amusement.
Callie shook her head. "You are great for my self-esteem, Grace. Men preferred leggy blondes with big breasts. I'm just boring me."
"Callie, sweetie, nothing is boring about you," Grace assured her. "It doesn't take much more than a moment in your company to know you're a good, kind-hearted woman. The problem is that you don't have a lot of experience and got burned badly gaining the little experience you do have."
Callie stared at Grace silently, wishing she meant that. She wanted to be loved and desired. That was one of the reasons why Eddie had gotten under her skin so easily.
Grace seemed to read her sister-in-law's thoughts.
"Dylan is not a player, Callie. He is a keeper. He is in it to win it for the long haul. He wants you all... body and soul. I'd stake my life on that one," Grace assured Callie, solemnly. "Now, you should take a sleeping pill and try to get some rest."
Grace obediently took her pill and lay on her bed. Scout climbed at her feet.
By the time Anderson entered Callie's room to check on her, she was sleeping peacefully.
He shifted his attention to Scout. The dog was lying at Callie's feet, head on her knee. Unlike her, however, Scout wasn't asleep. His eyes were open and alert.
"Standing guard," he thought, and nodded at the animal.
Callie wasn't anything like he'd expected. She had an inner strength he admired. Any other girl would have broken down after what she went through.
Anderson shook his head at his own confused thoughts. He shouldn't be feeling any of this.
"She is a great girl," Grace said softly behind him, and Anderson grimaced at her being able to read his mind.
"That she is, for sure. The bravest and toughest I have met. Goodnight, Mrs. Petersen."
CHAPTER 8
Scout's whining woke Callie up. Opening her eyes to the dimly lit room, she took in the open bathroom door and the light spilling out of it. Despite Scout being with her, she hadn't been willing to sleep in complete darkness. Callie had been afraid she might wake up and think she was back in that cage.
Scout whined again and Callie shifted up onto her elbow to peer at the bottom right corner of the bed, but the dog wasn't there. He was standing on the floor beside the bed, whining unhappily. When Callie glanced his way, Scout turned and moved to the door and then back.
"You have to go out, huh?" Callie asked, recognizing the signal. Sighing with resignation, she tossed her covers aside and sat up, wincing as a shot of pain caught her by surprise.
She'd forgotten about her back. Moving more carefully, Callie stood up, glanced around for her robe, and pulled it on.
A more urgent whine followed by a bark from Scout made her wonder how long the dog had been trying to wake her with his whines.
"Okay," she whispered, as she reached the door. "But quietly. People are sleeping."
Scout whined and wagged his tail and Callie opened the door. The dog was out the door at once, completely forgetting his manners. That said more about his urgency than anything else had and Callie hurried up the hall after him, grateful for the night lights in the plug sockets that lit her path.
Scout remembered his manners at the stairs and paused to let Callie go down first. She moved carefully down with one hand on the stair rail. As she led Scout toward the back of the house with the help of the night lights, Callie wondered what time it was. She glanced around for a clock as she crossed to the French doors and began to work the lock but hadn't spotted one before she got the door unlocked. She pulled it open and Scout bolted out just as an alarm suddenly started to blare. Callie froze, only then remembering the alarm system. She'd just set it off.
The sudden screech of the alarm had Anderson abruptly awake. A wash of adrenaline pumping through him propelled him out of the bed and grabbed his gun. Before he even knew what he was doing, he was at the door and dragging it open. Movement at the end of the hall caught his attention as he started forward. Anderson slowed when he saw that it was Landon coming out of the master bedroom.
Like himself, Landon was shirtless. However, he did have his pants on. Anderson realized; he was wearing only his boxers.
"Callie?" Landon barked.
"On it," Anderson shouted, as he hurried forward, but he couldn't be sure Landon heard him. Moving swiftly again, he hurried to Callie's door and thrust it open, only to find her bed empty. The bathroom door was open, and that room appeared empty, too. No Callie and no Scout.
Fear clutching at his chest, Anderson didn't bother closing the door, but continued forward, shaking his head to tell Landon that Callie wasn't in her room. Anderson got to the top of the stairs first and immediately started down, aware that Landon was right behind him.
Groaning, Callie leaned her forehead against the door and closed her eyes as she listened to the thud of feet overhead. She'd woken up everyone, of course.
Sighing, she straightened and turned to peer toward the stairs at the front of the house as she listened to the sounds coming from above. The thudding that had started at opposite ends of the house was converging overhead, and then they started down the stairs.
Callie didn't want to stand there and wait for them, but had no choice. She'd accidentally set off the alarm. This was on her. Besides, what else could she do? Rush outside and hide in the bushes?
"Callie!" Landon shouted, skidding to a halt as he rushed into the room and spotted her by the doors.
"I'm sorry, Landon," she yelled, to be heard over the alarm.
Her brother rushed to the French doors on the living room side of the room and began to punch numbers on a panel there.
"Scout had to go out and I forgot about the alarm!"
The last word was shouted into sudden silence as the alarm died abruptly. Landon picked up a nearby phone and called the sheriff's office to let them know everything was okay.
Callie hardly noticed, however; she was too busy gaping at Anderson and what he was wearing. Or not wearing. The man was barefoot and bare-chested, in his boxers and damn, he looked fine. He was also staring at her as if he'd never seen her before, she realized and bit her lip.
Dylan entered the kitchen, and asked out of breath, "Is everyone okay?"
"We're fine. Callie forgot to turn off the alarm accidentally," Anderson informed him.
"No, I mean because of the intruders," Dylan said, still breathing fast. "Weren't they who triggered the alarm?"
"What intruders?" asked Anderson with concern.
"I was in my bed when Rover gave a throaty growl and barked as if there were someone outside the RV. I quickly soothed him, rubbing his head, and whispered 'Quiet'."
Dylan gulped down a couple of times and continued, "I watched through one of the windows and saw three hulking figures emerge from the forest using a thin beam of light to guide them. They stealthily worked their way toward the RV, and I could hear them whispering. By then, Rover was barking like crazy and opened the door and let him out. I heard some growling and barking, and then the alarm started ringing, and I ran here."
"They were here," Callie muttered, shivering from head to toe. She hugged herself against her fear and wondered how her life had come to this. Grace hurried across the room in a long, pink robe and held her sister-in-law in her arms.
On cue, they heard the roar of a van driving away from the cabin.
Landon called again at the sheriff's office and updated him with the new information.
He set the phone down with a worried expression on his face.
"Well, it was a happy accident, then," Grace said. She patted Landon's arm soothingly and then stretched up to whisper something in his ear. Finally, she turned to Callie and smiled. "We can go going back to bed now."
"I am truly sorry," Callie said quietly.
"Accidents happen," Landon said finally, his hand moving down to the back of his neck now, kneading as if trying to remove tension there.
Then, he gestured behind Callie. "Scout is back."
The dog barked in response to hearing his name. He had blood on his nuzzle.
"Where is Rover?" Dylan asked.
Scout barked again.
"What is it, Scout?" Landon asked, with a worried expression on his face.
The dog, seen that he had his owner's attention, immediately turned and ran outside.
"Something is wrong," Landon said. "Stay inside."
"Rover hasn't come back yet," Dylan said, with concern. "Rover! Come here, boy!"
He called the dog many times without any results.
Landon looked at Anderson, gun in hand, and he nodded. They went outside. Dylan followed them, a few steps behind.
"Shut the door, and set the alarm," Landon instructed his wife.
Grace nodded, still hugging Callie.
Dylan's heart pounded against his chest as he followed Landon and Anderson. Scout was leading the way into the forest.
"Rover!" he shouted, turning in a circle. "Rover! Where are you?"
Suddenly, Scout stopped and whined. Rover was lying on his side in a pool of blood and struggling to breathe. He had a gaping hole in her chest, and eyes open wide, involuntarily having leg spasms.
"Rover, no!" Dylan let out his breath in a sob. Landon tried to hold him back, but it was already too late.
"Oh, Rover," he cried. He fell on his knees, placed a hand on his faithful companion's side, and cried. Tears ran down his face and struggled to process what had happened.
Scout lay at Dylan's side, licked his hand, and whined.
The world blurred, as Dylan caressed Rover's fur. The dog was whimpering and struggling to breathe.
Anderson crouched and looked at the ground, using a pencil lantern. Every detail, every scuff mark, every stray thread held a story, and it was his job to decipher them.
"Your dog gave a hell of a fight. Two of the men cornered him while he attacked the third one."
A glint of metal caught Anderson's eye. Nestled beneath the dog's body. "They cut him with this," he said, picking up the knife with two fingers.
"We have to help him," Dylan begged.
The silence was heavy, broken only by the whimper of the wounded dog. But in that silence, Dylan heard the echo of a struggle and the unwavering loyalty of a friend.
Dylan didn't notice Landon come up behind him, not until his hands were on his shoulders. "It's too late."
Dylan hated tears. He had shed too many when Billie died.
The dog's breathing became slower. Life was escaping from him quickly.
"Thank you, Rover," he whispered, in the most loving tone. "I'm going to miss you, Buddy."
The forest fell dead silent when Rover passed away.
Scout let out a long, painful howl.

++0++

They buried Rover in a quiet clearing in the forest, sunlight filtering through the leaves and dappling the mossy ground. Dylan grazed a finger over the small wooden plaque, tracing the engraved letters: "Rover, faithful companion and friend."
"It's pretty, isn't it?" Callie said at his side, her voice laced with sympathy. "Simple."
Dylan could hear the forced cheer in her voice, how worried she was for him. He thought that Rover would be glad, at least, to spend eternity in a place like this, nestled amongst the whispering pines.
A memory flashed through his mind: Rover, tail wagging furiously, retrieving his favorite ball for the hundredth time. A small sob escaped Dylan's lips.
He rose to his feet, flanked by Callie and Grace. Callie linked her arm with his and rested her head on his shoulder, a silent offering of comfort. Dylan blinked away a tear.
A gentle breeze blew through the trees, rustling the leaves and carrying the faint scent of lilies.
CHAPTER 9
Sheriff Thomas greeted everyone entering the cabin with a hearty, "Good morning." Agent Anderson stood beside him; his expression grim.
"Good morning, Bert. I was making some pancakes, would you like some?" Grace asked the sheriff, with a smile.
"No, thank you, Grace. I'm trying to watch my weight," he replied.
"Any news?" Landon asked, placing his cup of coffee on the counter.
Sheriff Thomas cleared his throat. "We're dealing with Sutton, that's for sure. The FBI identified two of the men the dog bit. We're keeping an eye on hospitals and clinics in the area. They came in through a backroad, no sign of them on traffic cameras. They're not in town anymore, but must be staying close to Middletown. I asked Nearville Sheriff for help with the search."
Landon nodded curtly.
"John Harding said some people were driving around his farm asking about Callie," the sheriff continued. "He had his Remington handy, just in case. He got the plates - turns out the pickup was reported stolen."
"Who were they?" Grace asked, a tremor in her voice.
"A couple of rough-looking characters. By the time I got there, they were gone. Descriptions match what the FBI found in their system," Sheriff Thomas explained.
"Sutton is not going to give up," Anderson said, his gaze meeting Callie. She shivered. "Callie, you need to stay here," he said, sharply.
Callie offered a meek nod.
"I'll be a good girl," she said sheepishly.
"Dylan will be staying in the cabin, too," Landon informed them. "I convinced him the RV wasn't safe."
Anderson pressed his lips together, a frown creasing his brow. "That is wise," he finally conceded.
"I don't expect trouble during the day, but I'll keep an eye out. Agent Anderson will help my deputy check the empty cabins. Have a good day, everyone." Sheriff Thomas tipped his hat and walked out.
"I'll come with you, Sheriff. See you all this evening," Anderson said, following suit.
"Where is Dylan?" Callie asked.
"He is in the RV, gathering his stuff," Landon informed his sister. A wave of sadness washed over him. "He is still grieving."
"I'll go talk with him," Callie offered.
"No, please, let me," Landon insisted. His sister rolled her eyes, so he added, "I know what he's going through. I think I can help."



Callie pursed her lips, but gave a hesitant nod of approval.
It was a short walk between the cabin and the RV. Landon knocked on the door and asked, raising his voice, "Dylan, it's Landon. May I come in?"
Silence followed before Dylan finally spoke. "You're alone?"
"I'm alone," Landon confirmed.
"Come in. It's open," Dylan said, the raw grief evident in his voice.
Landon stepped inside the RV. It looked like a tornado had ripped through it, clothes scattered across the floor.
"I can't seem to pack," Dylan admitted, flopping down on the edge of the couch. He held something in his hands, turning it over and over Rover's collar.
"Just checking in," Landon said, gently. "How are you doing?"
"How do you think I'm doing?" Dylan retorted.
"Believe it or not, I have a pretty good idea. Lost teammates in Afghanistan. They were family to me. Long story short, ended up with PTSD and survivor guilt," Landon murmured. "What happened to Rover wasn't your fault."
Dylan didn't look up, his gaze fixed on the object in his hands.
Landon placed a hand on Dylan's arm. "Did you get any sleep?"
"Some," Dylan lied, not wanting to open that can of worms.
Dylan, pinched by exhaustion and grief, hunched over in the RV. Witnessing his despair, a pang of sympathy shot through Landon.
"There is light at the end of the tunnel, Dylan," Landon offered, gently. "Trust me."
Landon sensed Dylan fighting for control, the muscles in his jaw clenching and unclenching. The effort not to cry was etched on his face. His mouth was set in a rigid grimace as if it were twisting itself out of shape. "I should have been there protecting him," Dylan choked out.
"There was nothing you could have done," Landon reasoned. "You might be dead, too."
Dylan shook his head vehemently. "I shouldn't have let Rover out."
"There's no way you could have known," Landon said, firmly. "When my teammates died, I felt the same way. I kept replaying everything in my head, wondering if I could have done something different."
"I'm tired of losing the ones I love," Dylan blurted out, his voice thick with emotion. He stopped abruptly, his body stiff with suppressed grief.
A long silence stretched between them. Finally, Dylan muttered grimly, "Maybe it would be better for your sister to stay away from me."
"Dylan," Landon countered, "my sister is alive because of you. You saved her life."
Dylan offered a halfhearted shrug.
"You know what I need right now?" Landon asked, enunciating each word carefully.
"Um... no," Dylan replied, hesitantly.
"A distraction," Landon said, with a hint of a smile. "Callie's been eager to spend time with you."
Dylan couldn't hide the resentment in his voice. "Agent Anderson isn't available?"
"He's in town helping the sheriff search for Sutton," Landon explained.
Dylan nodded slowly. "Sorry, that was out of line."
Landon dismissed his apology with a wave. "Just be gentle with Callie. Don't rush things."
"Thanks for the advice," Dylan said, dryly.
Landon's voice softened. "I'm serious. She's been through a lot. She needs time to sort things out."
Dylan stilled. "I'm listening."
"She is experiencing a nightmarish time," he pointed out.
Dylan rubbed the back of his head, his brow furrowed. "Landon, I'm not sure I understand what you're suggesting."
"Get to know Callie," Landon suggested gently. "Let her get to know you. It might be good for both of you." With that, he stood and exited the RV, leaving Dylan alone with his thoughts. "Come to the cabin when you're ready," Landon called back from the doorway.

++0++

Callie found Dylan at Rover's grave; his camera pointed at the wooden plaque. He swapped lenses with practiced ease, his brow furrowed in concentration.
"Mind if I join you?"
Dylan was startled, the camera nearly slipping from his grasp. Callie stood behind him, a sympathetic smile playing on her lips.
"You scared the living daylights out of me," he said, his breath catching slightly.
"Well, in my defense," she countered with a playful glint in her eyes, "I do move with a silent, panther-like grace."
Despite himself, a corner of Dylan's mouth lifted in a smile. "Go ahead and join me. This... mope-fest is open to all."
They settled on a fallen log, the cool mountain air settling around them. Callie glanced at the back of the camera and let out a low whistle.
"Nice shot," she remarked, her voice soft.
"It is," Dylan agreed, turning the camera slightly to show her the image. "How did you find me?"
"This is where I would be if I were in your shoes." She held out to him a blue sweater. "It belongs to my brother."
He took the sweater with a grateful nod, and slipped it on over his t-shirt. His duffel bag lay forgotten at his feet.
"When you didn't show up, I started to worry." Her shoulder bumped playfully against his.
"Thanks, Callie." He wrapped his arms around his knees, his gaze drifting towards the mountains bathed in the golden light of the setting sun. The peaks glowed a faint reddish pink, mirrored by the cotton candy blush of the clouds overhead.
"Did Landon send you to get me?"
Callie shook her head. "Actually, it was Grace. Agent Anderson asked me to tell you to head back before sunset."
A sigh escaped Dylan's lips, laced with exasperation.
Callie's voice dropped to a whisper. "You were right about me."
"What do you mean?"
"I was idealizing Anderson," she confessed, her cheeks flushing a light pink. "I had these grand, fairy-tale ideas about what love would be like. I always believed that the person who would come into my life would be decent and reliable, a family man who would appreciate the love he had at home and wouldn't take it for granted. He would make me feel I am his whole world. Silly fantasies, I know."
"There is nothing wrong with dreaming," Dylan said gently, "as long as you don't confuse your dreams with reality. I... I was a fool. Jealousy got the better of me, and I took it out on you. I'm truly sorry."
"No, I was the idiot," Callie countered, her voice laced with regret.
"You are not an idiot," Dylan insisted, his voice firm.
"But I was," Callie maintained.
"So, you're not interested in Agent Anderson?"
Callie raised her eyes to look at him. "He is kind of cute. And he fits the bill of knight in shining armor. But he is not my type."
"You and Anderson... it never looked right to me."
"Why would you say that?" She met his gaze, her eyes searching his face. Dylan raised his hands in a placating gesture.
"No, that's not what I meant at all," he stammered. "I'm hardly an expert on the subject, but I read somewhere that the FBI has strict rules about relationships between agents and people involved in their cases. It could compromise the investigation, something like that."
Surprise flickered across Callie's face. "Oh, that makes sense, now that you mention it. Romancing someone under his custody wouldn't exactly be considered professional conduct, would it?"
Dylan let out a relieved breath. "Exactly."
"Honestly," Callie admitted, with a sheepish grin, "the thought of us ever being a thing never crossed my mind. Was that why you were acting so jealous?"
A playful smile tugged at the corner of Dylan's lips. "Jealous? Me? I practically hated the guy," he joked, his voice laced with sarcasm. "He seemed so arrogant and full of himself, and you were acting like he hung the moon and the stars."
"That's not true!" Callie protested, her cheeks warming again.
Dylan squeezed her hand gently. "Let me finish," he pleaded. "I could tell how much you cared for him, and the thought of him using you as bait..." His voice trailed off, the pain of the memory evident in his eyes.
Callie nodded, her own heart clenching in understanding.
"First, I told myself that you'd never fall for his FBI tricks, and then that even if you did, he wasn't interested in you. But then, I could see..."
"See what?" Callie said, unable to bear the pause.
"The way he looked at you," Dylan continued, his voice regaining its strength. "He wasn't using you, Callie. He truly cared. And that's when it hit me - how much it hurt to see you with someone else."
Callie's breath caught in her throat. "Wow," she whispered, her gaze locked on his. "So, how do you feel about me?" she asked, her voice a husky murmur.
Dylan met her gaze, a vulnerability shining in his eyes "I like you. A lot," he confessed. Callie looked up. "Billie made me promise I wouldn't give up on love, and when I met you, I..." His voice trailed off, a blush creeping up his cheeks.
"You thought you might be able to love again," Callie finished for him, a gentle smile gracing her lips.
"Yeah," he admitted. "I just needed some time to put myself back together."
"Are you saying that you are ready to date again?"
"I think so," Dylan assured her. "I'm ready."
The last rays of the sun painted the sky in hues of gold and pink, mirroring the warmth blooming in their hearts.
"We should head back," Callie suggested, her voice barely above a whisper. "They'll probably be worried."
Dylan reached out and took her hand, his fingers brushing against hers. "Callie?"
She looked up at him, her eyes filled with a question.
"It's been a while since I've... well, wooed a woman," he admitted sheepishly. "I'm a little rusty."
Callie's lips curved into a playful smile. "Don't worry," she winked. "Considering my first boyfriend was a kidnapper, the bar isn't exactly set very high."
They both burst out laughing, the sound echoing through the quiet mountain air. A sense of ease settled between them, a comfortable silence that spoke volumes.
"We won't give up until we get it right," she assured him.
Taking a deep breath, Dylan closed the distance between them. When Callie turned back, he was mere inches away. The air crackled with unspoken emotions. He leaned in slowly, his lips hovering just above hers. Callie didn't pull away. In fact, she tilted her head up ever so slightly, her eyes fluttering closed.
"I am an idiot," Dylan acknowledged seconds later when, after an initial hesitation, Callie opened her mouth to him. Any thought of stopping at one or two kisses flew out the window the moment she began to kiss him back. He was hardly aware of her arms twining around his neck.
He waited nervously for her reaction. Callie looked into his eyes and her face lit up.
Dylan had spent so long trying to gather the pieces of himself, to fit the puzzle back together. But the final piece, the most important piece, had been right in front of him the whole time. Allowing himself to love again.
It was then Dylan knew that once he had grabbed hold of her, he would never let go.
The kiss was hesitant at first, a tentative exploration. But as they melted into each other, the hesitation vanished. It was a kiss filled with hope, with the promise of something new, something beautiful. When they finally pulled away, breathless and slightly dazed, Callie looked up at him, her face radiant.
On the way back, they talked about each other, their memories of better times, their lives, their regrets over things they hadn't yet done, their dreams for the future, and what foods they'd most like to eat.
They even talked about books they had read and movies they had seen, anything to take them temporarily from their grim.
The sun was a red sliver on the mountains; it flickered and vanished, disappearing past the dark rim of the world.
Callie thought that maybe she could have that special, once-in-a-lifetime love she had yearned for all her life.
CHAPTER 10
Callie opened her eyes and sat up gasping.
"Just another nightmare," she said to herself.
Her alarm clock was ringing. Just in time to wake her up from another horrible nightmare. She looked around to check she was truly safe in her bed. Her heart was still thumping fast in her chest.
It was six-thirty. She'd set his alarm to be sure she was awake to let Scout go out. It was the time her brother woke up every day.
Only that Scout wasn't in her bed.
"Scout," she called him in a whisper. She looked around her room, but couldn't find the dog anywhere.
Padding barefoot to the door, Callie stepped out and started up the hall, slowing when she approached Dylan's door and saw that it was cracked open. Pausing, she knocked lightly.
When there was no answer, she slid it open and peered inside. The bed was empty, as was the bedroom itself, and through the open bathroom door, she could see that it, too, was empty.
Cursing under her breath, Callie rushed for the stairs, desperate to get to Dylan before he opened the French doors.
With every step she took, she kept expecting the sudden blare of the alarm going off. But she made it all the way to the living room without it happening.
Callie spotted Scout first. The dog was in the kitchen, gobbling down his food. Dylan was at the French doors, staring at the security panel with slumped shoulders. Callie exhaled a relieved breath, and said, "I'll get that."
Dylan glanced over his shoulder with surprise as she crossed the room toward him.
"You said Scout goes out at six-thirty, so I set my alarm," Dylan explained. "I was hoping he would let you sleep a bit more. I'm traveling to Diablo Lake today, and I wanted to make an early start."
"Diablo Lake is an amazing place. The colors are unreal. The emerald green water, surrounded by mountains, is amazing. People will assume you've edited your photos. It's usually windy, too, so a windbreaker might be helpful."
"Thanks for the tip."
"I'm so sorry you had to get up so early, Dylan. Grateful, but sorry," Callie said apologetically, keeping her voice low to avoid disturbing anyone's sleep as she reached past Dylan to punch the numbers into the security panel that would turn off the alarm.
"No problem," he assured her. "I'm an early bird, anyway."
"I have homework to catch up with," she said, with a resigned smile.
Callie finished with the panel, she turned back and glanced toward Scout who was then licking the empty bowl in search of any leftover crumbs.
"I see you found a way to distract Scout from going outside."
"I had to do something; he was whining most pitiably until I produced food. That made him briefly forget he needed to go out," Dylan said, wryly.
"Did Landon wake up?" Callie asked.
"Not yet. He told me he works as a curator at Middletown Museum. He invited me to take some photos," Dylan said, enthusiastically.
"My brother loves both his work. It helped to keep him sane during a hard time in his life. If you visit him at the Museum, ask him to tell you about Middletown's founder diaries."
"Oh, sounds like an interesting story. I remember reading something about Fergus Carter's diaries on the Middletown website."
"My brother wrote that text."
Dylan could hear the pride in Callie's voice when she said that.
She opened the door to let Scout slip out. "Just let me grab my shoes and we can take a walk together."
"Is it safe?" Dylan asked with concern. "Don't you have to wake your—"
"Bodyguard?" Callie completed the sentence. "I have my hero to guard me," she said, winking at him, following Scout out of the house.
"Right," Dylan muttered, blushing as she slipped past him. "I'll do my best."
"I am kidding, Dylan. Nothing is going to happen."
Dylan nodded and then pulled the door closed behind him, his gaze finding Scout's hunched shape close to a tree. His eyes narrowed as they moved back to Callie. He hadn't seen any bags in her hands. Knowing she'd need them; he swiftly crossed to the kitchen and retrieved a roll of them from the kitchen drawer where they'd been stored. He got back to the door just as Callie suddenly turned and headed toward it.
Opening the door, he reached out, with a roll of bags in the palm of his extended hand.
"Thanks," Callie said with a small laugh as she reached for the roll. "I just remembered them."
The moment her fingers touched the bags, Dylan closed his over hers. He immediately drew her forward, even as he slid the door wider and leaned out to kiss her. It was just a swift brush of his lips over hers. Even just the brushing of lips stirred the desire for more in him, but he managed to break the kiss and pull back to utter a husky, "Good morning."
Her voice was weak and breathy as she responded, "Good morning." She cleared her throat and asked, "So, Diablo Lake?"
"Your sister-in-law suggested it. She even offered to lend me her car."
"Don't forget to bring a tripod and a picnic dinner, as sunsets are stunning. It's quite a long drive to get there."
"Thanks. I wish you could come with me," Dylan confessed.
Callie sighed. "I wish I could go with you, too, but I'm trying to be responsible."
"Yeah, better don't get on Anderson´s bad side." He gathered his thoughts for a moment, and asked, "May I ask you something— something personal?"
Callie tilted her head to the sides, curious. "I'm listening."
"Did you seriously think about you two being..."
"... a couple?" Callie said, completing Dylan's sentence, again. "Yeah, but it was as you said, more a romantic daydream than anything else."
She sucked in a huge breath. "I want to ask you something personal, the question might be totally offside, and you don't have to answer."
"What do you want to know?"
"What things did you like about your fiancée?"
Dylan paused; he stared off into space for a long moment. When he finally spoke, his voice was different.
"Well, we used to have sex all the time," Dylan said, with a playful smile.
Callie punched his arm. "Nice try, Buster."
They laughed.
"Billie and I met in high school. I was in grade ten and she was in grade eleven when we started to date. She graduated and went on to further her education, but we continued to date. I proposed to her on my prom night." He smiled wryly, and said, "It was all terribly romantic. I had earned some money selling my first photos and spared no expense that night. I rented a limo, brought her roses, took her to dinner at the finest restaurant, and got down on one knee right there in front of everyone to propose." Dylan smiled faintly at the memory. "I didn't even care about the prom after that, but she insisted I'd regret it if I didn't go, so we went to prom, and she showed off her ring to everyone."
Callie couldn't help but smile and let out a long sigh, "Your story is so romantic I could scream! I planned a similar night for my brother and Grace."
Dylan shrugged those memories away. "Anyway, that was then, this is now."
"Do you want a lot of children?"
"Yes, I'm an only child so I always wanted a big family."
"We are on the same page. That's good," she agreed with a grin, and then stumbled a step forward, putting her hands up to Dylan's chest to catch herself, as something pressed into the back of her knees, throwing her off balance. Glancing down and around, Callie saw that Scout had pushed them together.
"Did you train him to do that?" Dylan asked, hands clasping her waist to steady her.
"No! Of course not," Callie gasped, horrified that he might even think that. She relaxed though, when she saw the teasing twinkle in his eyes.
"I thought you were hoping for more kisses," he pointed out, his voice a husky taunt as his hands crept around her back and urged her closer.
Callie could feel the heat flushing her cheeks. It was partially from his teasing and partially because her body was tingling everywhere they touched.
She batted her eyelashes, and murmured, "Perhaps, I was."
"As you wish," Dylan whispered, and when she glanced up wide-eyed, his lips settled on hers. Callie had thought she must have imagined the passion that had exploded between them the last two times they'd kissed. That somehow her memory had made it seem better or stronger than it really had been. But, if anything, her memory had been like a faded picture, unable to hold onto the vibrancy and sheer strength of the heat and need that erupted inside Callie as his lips met hers. She melted and imploded all at the same time.



When he broke the kiss, she gasped for air.
"Wow!" Callie smiled shyly. "I almost fainted."
Dylan smiled slowly. "Would that be due to my superior skill as a kisser?"
Callie chuckled at the smug look on his face, but said, "I guess it must be... or, maybe I haven't built my blood back up yet."
"Maybe," he said, mildly.
A whine from Scout drew Callie's attention again.
"Sorry, Scout," Callie said, ruffling the dog's fur. "You must be bored stiff and ready for a run. How about a game of fetch, though?"
Scout barked. Smiling, Callie gave him another pat and then stood up. "Okay. Let's go see who's up and then I'll take you out in the backyard and throw the ball for you."
Callie fetched Scout's ball and then threw the ball for him to fetch. Every time she threw the ball, the stitches in her back made their presence known. Even using her left hand didn't help much, and her throws were pretty lame.
"I can play with him," Dylan offered, extending his hand.
Callie was about to pass the ball to him when she heard the French doors open behind her. She turned to look around at once, to see Grace smiling at her from the kitchen.
"Morning you two." Her sister-in-law waved cheerfully, stepping out onto the sheltered veranda.
"Morning," Callie responded, waving back with a smile. She threw the ball one last time for Scout and then turned to approach Grace. "You're up early."
"I find I'm having trouble sleeping for anything more than a couple of hours. I can't get comfortable and tend to take a lot of short naps."
"Ah." Callie nodded, her gaze dropping to Grace's belly. She supposed it would be hard to find a comfortable position in her condition.
"Are you ready for breakfast?" Grace asked, turning to lead the way back into the house.
"Actually, yes. I'm starved," Callie admitted at once, and whistled for Scout as she followed her inside. As Callie waited by the open door for the dog to come in, she asked, "Why don't you sit down and let me cook?"
Dylan walked right behind the dog and kissed Callie's cheek. "Great idea. I can help."
"How do you feel about pancakes?" Callie asked, as she pulled out a box of buttermilk pancake mix.
"Love them," Grace and Dylan said at the same time.
Scout and Dylan followed Callie to the kitchen, where the dog dropped to lie by her feet.
"Great." Callie beamed and opened another cupboard to retrieve a big bowl. "Can you grab the eggs and milk out of the fridge while I start the coffee, Dylan?"
They chatted amiably as they worked, Grace sat at the counter and Dylan flipped pancakes at the range.
Her heart thumped and a surge of heat warmed her, remembering the kiss they shared... well, kisses. Or maybe one kiss. She wasn't sure how to classify it. Did you have to come up for air to classify it as more than one kiss? Or was it counted in minutes or seconds? Because it had been a constant devouring of each other's mouths for several minutes.
He seemed to be in a great mood. "By the way, Grace, I appreciate everything you and Landon did for Rover, and for letting me stay in the cabin. I'll try not to be too much of a burden."
Callie's heart melted at his words. She found herself with the unexpected urge to take him in her arms and make everything better. But not in front of Grace. She would never leave her alone.
Instead, Callie brushed a stray lock of hair away from Dylan's cheek. Then, she said in a soft voice. "After what you did for me, we are still in debt with you. You're not a bother, got it?"
Grace nodded vigorously at Callie´s words. "Amen to that."
"Callie, how are we doing on the pancakes?" Grace asked.
"The last two are in the pan," she answered.
"Good. Then I'll get plates and silverware—" Grace began to get off her seat, but Dylan immediately put a hand on her shoulder to stop her.
"Callie and I will get plates and silverware. You just sit and relax," he said firmly as he retrieved maple syrup for the pancakes, under Grace's instruction.
"I should have changed," Callie said, to no one in particular. "I must look horrible. At least the pajamas cover my ugly body. I'm still too skinny and now got a big scar on my back."
Dylan grinned, and said, "Details. You are beautiful, Callie."
Callie grimaced. "No one mentioned you had vision problems."
"And no one told me you had body-image problems," he countered gently.
She smiled wryly. "I don't think there's a woman on the planet who doesn't. If they aren't skinny and want to be bigger, they're bigger wanting to be smaller. The ones in between want bigger breasts, or think they don't have hips, or they have a fat butt, or, or, or." She sighed. "Truly, we are in an era of women made neurotic about our bodies."
"I don't know about other women, but I find you gorgeous."
"Good to know," she said, and glanced away almost shyly.
Grace witnessed the exchange with a knowing smile on her face.
Grace, Callie, and Dylan chatted amiably as they ate, but stayed away from the topic of what was going on between them entirely.
"I must check with my academic advisor to ensure that missing the last weeks of classes won't bugger me up for the term. I was hoping to get my degree by the end of this year," Callie said with frustration. "When I first joined ROTC, I was told that school came first. Maybe they'll have work for me to do to keep from falling behind."
"I'm sure they will understand. This is an extraordinary situation. And if not, Anderson can write you a note," Dylan opined.
Callie laughed at that.
"I have to pee," Grace said.
"Do you need help?" Callie offered.
Grace sighed, but then admitted, "I have a devil of a time getting up from the toilet. I managed so far, but just barely, and I'm not sure I'll be so lucky next time. I want to pee without the fear of not being able to get up," she admitted, looking miserable.
Callie followed her, and mouthed Dylan, "Sorry."
"It's okay," he mouthed back and winked at her.
Callie giggled.

++0++

"So... you and Dylan," Grace asked in her usual bubbly mood.
"I guess so. We just kissed. I feel I took advantage of him when he was grief-stricken and all."
"Did he kiss you back?"
Callie felt a flush creep up her cheeks, a warmth that mirrored the sudden fire in her chest. "Oh yes."
"Then, you didn't take advantage of him," Grace made a pause, and then asked, "Are you developing feelings for him?"
Callie nodded then shrugged. "I am. I care about him a lot."
"I never saw it coming," Grace said, winking at Callie.
"Why don't I believe you?" Callie chuckled.
"I have no idea what you're talking about," Grace went on, feigning innocence.
"Yeah, right," Callie said. She was going to make a comment about Grace's meddling and matchmaking, but there was another thing in her mind. "The thing is..."
"What?"
"I never imagined the love of my life would be someone like Dylan. I always imagined I would meet him in some romantic place like on a winery tour or dancing classes. And we'd fall in love from the very first glance. But then, I met Dylan, scratch that, he met me, naked, bleeding to death, and asking for help. Everything I'd imagined is wrong."
"Life is not a romantic comedy movie. Get that out of your head. Love doesn't work like that at all. Love is never as we imagine it will be. As you know my first encounter with your brother was terrifying."
Callie nodded. She knew the story by heart. On their first date, Landon had gone through a flashback, and even when Grace didn't have any idea what was happening, she helped him with it.
"If you had told me that the love of my life would be a soldier with PTSD, I would not have believed you. But he was. Landon felt like someone I'd always been waiting for. There's no rush for anything, Callie. Take your time to decide if Dylan is the one for you, and then, make a decision. You have a lot on your plate already."
"Do you think we are going too fast? I can take it slower—"
"Only you can answer that, sweetie."
"It feels strange to have a boyfriend."
"Boyfriend?"
The word had crept in, shooting a thrill across her heart. And though it was probably foolish, she kept it there.
CHAPTER 11
"For God's sake, Anderson, your pacing is driving me insane," Dylan said, with exasperation. "You overslept. Get over it. It happens to all of us, especially if you stay up until late. Callie is safe. She is helping Grace."
Anderson paused and turned to peer at Dylan. "I'm not pacing, I'm..."
Dylan arched his eyebrows, waiting, and Anderson sighed.
"Pacing," he acknowledged, and sank onto the nearest chair.
Grace and Callie took long enough that Dylan had dressed, and brushed his hair when they came out of the bathroom.
"You look dashing, Dylan," Callie said to him.
"I'm just plain old me," he said. "But thank you."
"I happen to like plain old you," Callie added.
Anderson let out a short growl.
"That means 'good morning' in Wookie," Dylan joked.
Callie snorted and then laughed.
"Good morning, Callie," Anderson greeted her.
"Good morning. If you excuse me, I'll go to my room and change myself. I'll be down in just a minute."
"No hurry," Dylan assured her. "I was going to ask Grace for her car keys and drive to Diablo Lake."
"Right... I have some papers to write to catch up with the lost time. Well, I'll see you when you come back, then." Callie didn't wait to see Dylan leave, but immediately headed for the stairs.
Grace darted to a small table and ripped something from the drawer there. She tossed it at Dylan, and he caught the object reflexively. It was a set of car keys.
Then, she handed him a piece of paper. Dylan looked at it and sighed. It was a grocery list. A long grocery list. Grace's shopping had been a bit restricted, what with Landon acting so protective and all the craziness around them.
"I need some things from the grocery store," she explained. "I wrote down a list. You don't mind, do you?"
"Of course, not." Giving a soft laugh, he reached for the door. "Guess I'd better get started if I want to be back before dinner."
"There's no hurry. We have a well-provided pantry. I just don't want to run out of some stuff."
"I'll have my phone with me if you remember something else you need."
Dylan went to the garage and mashed the button on the keyless remote. The Volvo beeped and flashed its light for him.
He threw himself into the seat and cranked the engine while his knees were crunched up under the steering wheel. He found the seat release and shoved himself back as his foot rammed the pedal down.
It only took seconds to drive through the tight, winding drive.
Before leaving, he caught a fleeting glimpse of Callie's face peering through a second-floor window.

++0++

"I can't reach Dylan," Grace said, biting her lip and glancing at the clock. "He should be back by now."
Callie hunched over her textbooks at the dining table, the weight of unspoken worry pressing down on her. When Grace entered, Callie looked up, startled.
"Maybe he's stuck with the laundry list of items you need from the grocery store," Callie joked weakly, the frown on her brow betraying her attempt at humor.
"I already called Theodore. Dylan never showed up," Grace replied, worry etching lines on her face.
Landon entered the room, his gaze flitting between his wife and sister. "Everything all right?" he inquired.
Grace filled him in on Dylan's disappearance. Landon's jaw clenched, and a long silence hung heavy in the air.
"If he's in trouble, I want to help," Anderson stated, his voice tight with concern.
They tried Dylan's phone, but it went straight to voicemail. They called the grocery store again, a futile effort as Anderson suspected.
A cold dread settled in Callie's stomach, spreading like ice through her veins.
"Best-case scenario," Landon offered, his voice strained, "the car broke down. The road to Diablo Lake is tricky, with no signal in some parts."
"Maybe," Anderson said, his eyes meeting Callie's in a silent reassurance.
"And worst-case scenario?" Callie whispered, the question hanging heavy in the air.
Anderson sighed. "Sutton got him." He swore under his breath, then met Grace and Callie's gazes with a flicker of guilt. "Sorry."
"We've heard worse," Grace said, her voice surprisingly steady. "What's the next step?"
"Sheriff Thomas is on it. He sent a car to check Diablo Lake Road," Anderson explained.
Callie squeezed her eyes shut, a silent prayer escaping her lips. Please, let him be safe.
Anderson placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. "Don't worry. Sutton needs him alive."
Callie sighed, rubbing her face to clear the fog of worry. A sudden wave of depression crashed over her. This nightmare seemed to have no end.
In stark contrast, Anderson remained a pillar of calm, speaking on the phone with an agent-like efficiency. Maybe being in the FBI granted endless patience, among other things.
"You need to lie down, Callie," Grace said gently.
"No," she whispered, her voice hoarse. "I want to see what happened—" Her voice trailed off, the uncertainty gnawing at her.
Grace squeezed her hand. "It's late," she said softly. "Just rest your eyes for a while."
With hands clasped together, they found a fragile comfort in each other's presence. Like children in a fairy tale, their hands intertwined. As exhaustion finally claimed her, Callie drifted off to sleep beside Grace, a sliver of hope flickering amidst the darkness.

++0++

When Callie woke up, she was alone. The oppressive silence was broken only by the muted glow of the television. Anderson was checking the news.
She sat up, a knot of dread tightening in her stomach as she realized it was late. She could hear quiet voices speaking, and she figured that was what had woken her. She lay still on the couch for a minute, waiting for her eyes and ears to adjust.
It was strange that they were talking loud enough to wake her, and she sat up.
Landon was hunched over his laptop, Sheriff Thomas next to him, a map of the area splayed across the table. Their hushed voices had been what woke her.
Callie walked over, her heart hammering against her ribs. Landon looked up, his face grim.
"The police found Grace's car on the road to Diablo Lake," he informed his sister.
Callie froze. The room seemed to shrink; the air thick with dread. She took a deep breath, forcing herself to stay calm.
"It was empty," he continued. "We think Sutton kidnapped Dylan."
Callie nodded grimly. Her throat was dry. "Can you track his phone?"
"We could but it's not on," Anderson explained. "It was not inside the car, either."
Landon slid closer, his hand gently brushing hers. A flicker of worry crossed his features, a chink in his armor of reassurance.
"Callie," he whispered.
She looked at him numbly.
"Dylan is going to be okay. We are going to find him and put Sutton in prison," Landon reassured her.
Callie met his gaze, her own blazing with a mixture of fear and defiance. "And what if you get hurt, Landon? Do you think that's okay with me? Do you think it's only Dylan I care for?"
Landon's eyes widened slightly, a silent acknowledgment of her point. He raised his eyebrows at the sheriff, who shrugged helplessly.
"Why don't you try to get some more sleep?" the sheriff offered. "Things will look brighter in the morning."
"I don't need sleep," Callie snapped. "I need Dylan to be safe."
She stormed upstairs, slamming the door behind her. A wave of shame washed over her. She hadn't meant to lash out, but the fear was a churning beast in her gut. She hoped they understood. They were risking everything for her, and all she could offer was gratitude and a fierce determination to see them all through this.
She lay on the bed, a little ashamed of her behavior. She was nothing but grateful for the sacrifices they were making for her.
Her phone rang startling her. Callie looked at the number.
"Dylan?"
"Yes, Callie, it's me. Sutton got me," It was Dylan's voice without a doubt. It was the sound of panic. "I love you."
"Could you believe that, despite everything I've put you through, I love you, too, Dylan?"
"Yes, I can."
"Calm down, Dylan," Callie said, in her most soothing voice. "Everything is going to be okay?"
She paused, surprised that he hadn't interrupted her yet.
"Dylan?"
"Be very careful not to say anything until I tell you to. Are you alone?"
The voice she heard now was not completely unfamiliar but unexpected. It was Sutton's voice. He spoke quickly.
"Yes," her voice was barely more than a whisper.
"Can they hear you?"
"No."
"Good, baby, good. Now, I don't need to hurt loverboy, so please do exactly as I say, and he'll be fine." Sutton paused for a minute, while Callie listened in mute horror. "This worked out rather better than I expected. I was prepared to wait, but loverboy traveling alone on a lonely road... It was so easy that at first, I suspected it was a trap."
He laughed a raspy laugh.
Callie waited, shivering, feeling powerless.
"Now I want you to listen very carefully, baby. I'm going to need you to get away from your family; do you think you can do that?"
"No."
"I'm sorry to hear that. I was hoping you would be a little more creative. Do you think you could get away from them if Dylan's life depended on it?"
Somehow, there had to be a way.
"Yes," she said, through her teeth.
"Good girl. Now this is what you must do. I want you to go to the haunted house. I'll tell you where to go from there."
Almost every town had a haunted house located within its borders. A place children feared, and old women whispered about. That place was usually associated with a ghost story, a brutal murder, or some loony woman or man living in it.
Middletown's haunted house was a big log cabin built into the side of the mountain. It had sat near the lake for over a hundred years. The place had not been used for years. It was said to be full of rats, spiders, snakes, and ghosts. The most terrifying item was the cabin's chimney, a stone structure rising high like Sauron's watchful eye over the mountainside.
It was the perfect hiding spot. There was nothing there except for the cabin, and no one went there. Especially at night.
Callie already knew where this would end. But she would follow Sutton's instructions exactly. "Can you do that for me, baby?"
"Yes." Her throat was closing.
"Before dawn, please, baby. I'll see you soon," and he ended the call. His last sentence had sounded like a warning.
CHAPTER 12
Callie held the phone to her ear. Her joints were frozen with horror— she couldn't unbend her fingers to drop it.
She knew she had to think, but her head was filled with the sound of Dylan's panic. Seconds ticked by while she fought for control.
Slowly, slowly, her thoughts started to break past that brick wall of pain. To plan. Because she had no choice now but one: to go to the haunted house and die. She owed it to Dylan.
She had no guarantees that doing what Sutton wanted would keep him alive. She could only hope that he would be satisfied with winning the game and that having her would be enough.
Despair was like a noose pulling tight around her neck; there was no way to bargain, nothing she could offer or withhold that would influence Sutton. But she still had no choice. She had to try.
Callie pushed the terror back much as she could. Then, she couldn't afford to the time to feel it. Her decision was made. It did no good to waste time agonizing over it. She had to think clearly because Landon, Anderson, and Sheriff Thomas were downstairs. Deceiving them was absolutely essential.
The only expression she could manage was a blank, dead look, but she felt like that was understandable. She walked downstairs into the living room, her script ready to go.



Landon was bent over the desk, gripping the edge with two hands. His face—At first the panic broke through her mask, and she jumped around the couch to get to him. While she was still in motion, Callie realized what he must be seeing. It brought her up short a few feet away from him.
"Landon," she said, dully.
He didn't react when Callie called his name. His head rocked slowly from side to side. His expression brought the panic back again.
Callie took another step forward, reaching out to touch his arm. He turned his empty face, looking into my eyes.
"Landon," she said. "What is it?"
His head twisted, his eyes locked on hers, his expression was of pure pain.
"It's nothing, Callie," he said. "Just struggling with some hard decisions."
Reaching out, Callie took one of her brother's hands in hers and ran her fingers gently over it, then raised it to her mouth and kissed first the back of his hand and then his palm.
"I love you, Landon, never forget that."
"I love you, too, sis." His voice was wary.
"Where are Anderson and Sheriff Thomas?"
"They went out. They are investigating a lead," Landon was breathing slowly, trying to stay calm. Callie cursed herself for what she had put all my loved ones through. The last thing her brother needed was worrying about her.
It was rather late to go out investigating a lead, but Callie didn't question her luck. She knew Landon's bike was parked outside. All she needed was an excuse to go out.
Glancing down, she petted Scout's head. "Do you have to go outside?"
Scout cooperated with her and whined, then turned and headed for the nearest set of
French doors.
"That would be a yes," Callie said with faked amusement. "I couldn't sleep, anyway."
Landon was concentrating again on whatever he was doing, and didn't pay any attention to her.
Callie walked to the doors. Scout waited for her to step out first and then followed and rushed ahead to find a patch of grass. Callie closed the door behind her but paused and waited. When she was sure Landon wasn't following her out of the house, she dashed to the bike. Every second felt like an eternity. She had to act as quickly as she could. Landon could realize she was gone any minute from then.
She ripped the tarp off the Harley, the canvas flapping in the wind like a startled bird. Her hands worked with practiced ease, releasing the chain, and pushing the bike down the gravel driveway.
"Don't lose it yet," Callie told herself. "You still have to push the bike to the road and drive it."
Her luck held.
As soon as she was far enough from the cabin, she kicked the bike over two or three times to get the engine primed with oil. Then, she turned on the fuel valve, and the choke, and finally, the ignition switch.
She twisted the throttle once or twice, to find the compression stroke and kicked. It took only two kicks before the engine roared to life, a guttural sound that mirrored the turmoil within her.
The rumble of the engine echoed through the still night, a mechanical heartbeat against the chirping of crickets. Each cough and sputter of the engine as she kicked it over sent shivers down her spine, a mix of fear and exhilaration.
Callie's heart hammered against her ribs, a frantic drumbeat urging her forward. She twisted the throttle, the Harley lurching forward as it devoured the miles stretching before her. Against the odds, she had escaped. The path was set. Somehow, she had to rescue Dylan.
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Instead of panicking, Callie closed her eyes and spent the twenty-minute drive with Dylan. Tears welled in her eyes as she pictured the two of them having a picnic of tuna sandwiches and Krispies squares by the lake.
There were so many things she still wanted to know about him.
In her mind, Callie could see his face so clearly... almost hear his voice. Despite everything, for a fleeting second, she was happy. So lost in her escapist daydream, she barely noticed the minutes tick by.
Tears blurred her vision as she imagined Dylan's in Sutton's hands. Was he hurt? Was he alive? The questions hammered in her mind, unanswered and terrifying.
Callie gripped the handlebars. Fear threatened to cripple her, but a steely resolve ignited within. She wouldn't let it win. She had to save Dylan.
She kept driving the bike up the bumpy road, wiping away her tears. She wouldn't let fear paralyze her. She had to save Dylan.
The road in front of the Haunted House was pitch black. There was no light coming from the moonless, overcast sky above to dispel the darkness. The pale light cast by a camping lamp did not reach far beyond the doorway, a man was standing in. No matter how hard Callie strained her eyes, she could not distinguish, more than a silhouette.
Callie stopped her bike, clicked the kickstand down, and pulled off her helmet, her heart hammering against her ribs. Slowly, she approached the house.
"Hey, baby, don't take another step," a voice oozed, dripping with feigned sweetness. "That was quick. I'm impressed."
Barnaby Sutton, the man she'd once known as Eddie, stood before her, his face twisted in a cruel smirk. The sight of him sent a tremor of disgust through her.
"Is Dylan okay?" she managed to force out, her voice barely a whisper.
"He's fine, doll. Don't worry your pretty little head about it. Just a little roughed. No lasting damage." Sutton chuckled, the sound devoid of humor. "Unless you didn't come alone, of course."
Callie shook her head, her throat too tight to speak. "I'm alone." The words echoed in the silence, a stark contrast to the turmoil within her. She had never been more alone in her entire life. "I want to see Dylan."
"Bring loverboy out so my baby can see he is okay," Sutton barked without turning, his voice laced with a dangerous edge.
A hulking figure emerged from the darkness, dragging Dylan behind him. A gun pressed against Dylan's side, leaving Callie breathless with terror.
The beating had been brutal. His face was a canvas of purple and red, his left eye swollen shut, a gash bleeding on his forehead. Callie whimpered, the sound escaping before she could suppress it.
"It's not as bad as it looks," Dylan coughed, and added, "We need to stop meeting like this, Callie. Why can't we have a proper date?"
"When all this is over, we'll have a lot of proper dates. I promise," Callie wasn't crying. Her face was iron, as she stared at Sutton.
"Aww, how touching," Sutton mocked, placing a hand on his heart, his voice dripping with sarcasm. "You wouldn't see this kind of drama in those movies you used to drag me to, would you?"
He laughed, and then his expression turned cold. "Such a sad plot twist to have you both killed, but this is what I plan to do, so I'll have to live with it."
As Callie stood there, her heart racing, she knew this was the moment she had been waiting for. The tension in the air was palpable, but she remained calm, her eyes fixed on Sutton, the man who had terrorized her life for far too long.
Her romance story was going to have a tragic ending after all. Like Romeo and Juliet.
As Sutton spoke, a faint red dot materialized on his chest, a silent warning. He continued his tirade, oblivious to the danger lurking just out of sight.
With a steely gaze, Callie addressed him, her voice firm and unwavering despite the turmoil raging within her. "You don't get to dictate the terms anymore, Eddie. It's over."
Sutton's smirk faltered as he glanced around.
"Who do you think you are?" he spat, attempting to regain control. But Callie could see the fear flickering in his eyes, a stark contrast to his earlier arrogance.
"I'm someone who's done playing your games," Callie retorted, her voice cutting through the tension like a knife.
"Kill loverboy!" Sutton ordered, without turning back.
The gunshot that tore through the air was barely a whisper, muffled by the silencer. The thug who was holding Dylan jerked. There was a hole where his eye used to be, though it was hard to tell from the amount of blood running down his face. The attack happened in a split second, less time than it takes to describe it.
Dylan's eyes widened in confusion, a red mist blossoming on his temple where his captor's head had been moments ago. The man holding him slumped to the ground, a vacant stare replacing his previous menace.
"I bet that was my brother's army buddy, Derek. He is one of the best snipers I know."
"What the fuck is going on?" Fear made Sutton's voice tremble.
"The cavalry has arrived, Eddie. I bet the red dot on your chest... is my brother Landon. He is an even better sniper than Derek. He earned the Marksmanship Badge."
Sutton looked down at his chest.
His eyes widened in disbelief. The realization of his impending downfall dawned on him, and panic set in.
"Please, do something stupid, Eddie! Landon needs a reason to put a bullet through your heart," Callie was the one smirking now.
"Don't move!" a well-known voice boomed from beyond the light, shattering the eerie silence. "Drop your weapons and raise your hands, all of you."
A dozen figures emerged from the darkness, clad in FBI vests and wielding an arsenal of weapons.
"Agent Anderson," Callie croaked out, her voice hoarse with emotion.
"We have the situation under control," the agent said, his voice firm yet reassuring. He gestured towards his men, who quickly secured the remaining gang members.
"There is one more thing I need to do before you take Sutton away," Callie said, with determination.
Callie walked toward Eddie and her shoe disappeared in his crotch. He squealed with an unreal noise and dropped to his knees.
"This is for Jennifer," she said.
He was in that position when Callie delivered another kick in the balls.
"This is for Monica."
She connected another hard kick between his legs. "This one is for Rover."
Finally, she stomped on his groin. "This one is for me, you sick bastard."
As Callie looked into the eyes of the man who had tormented her, she knew that she was free at last.
As the adrenaline receded, Callie's legs gave way, and she crumpled to the ground, burying her face in her hands. Tears streamed down her face, a mixture of relief and grief washing over her. Dylan rushed to her side, his arms enveloping her in a comforting embrace as the agents secured the scene.
The night may have begun in darkness and fear, but the sunrise would bring a new dawn, one where nightmares faded, and hope began to bloom.
CHAPTER 13
"How could you do that to me, Landon?" Callie exploded, her voice trembling with a mix of anger and relief.
"It was necessary." Landon was wearing an FBI vest and holding a high-precision, long-range rifle. An FBI agent walked to his side, and Landon thanked him and handed back the rifle. Derek Hayes was standing a few feet away, chatting with some agents. He waved at Callie, and she waved back at him.
"Necessary!" Callie yelled. "You had me totally convinced that Dylan and I were going to die! But you knew otherwise. Did it ever occur to you that you could have told me everything?"
Landon looked at his sister speculatively for a moment. "I don't think so," he said. "You're just not that good an actress."
"This was about my acting skills?"
"Oh, take it down an octave, Callie. Do you have any idea how hard it was for me to let you go? Driving MY restored Harley on a solo hero mission?"
"Okay, okay!" she interrupted. "How did you find me?"
"Agent Anderson got a warrant to monitor your calls when Dylan was kidnapped. I warned him that you might do something stupid like coming here alone without a plan if Sutton contacted you," Landon explained. "Anderson had already asked for reinforcements. As soon as we knew where you were going to meet with Sutton all we had to do was get everything ready. Derek, Sheriff Thomas, and I know the zone well, so it didn't take much. I almost didn't make it on time. You were right about the red dot on Sutton's chest."
He winked at his sister.
"You used me as bait to catch Sutton? Don't answer. I know you did it."
"It was you who chose to come here alone, Callie," Landon remembered to his sister. "Even so, you were never in real danger. Anderson and I went through different possible scenarios and how we were going to deal with each one of them."
It was a swift and decisive victory, orchestrated by Callie's determination and the timely intervention of her allies. Callie felt a wave of relief wash over her.
Anderson approached them. "Hello, tough cookie. Can I join you?"
"I'm not a tough cookie, but yes, please join us," Callie smiled at Anderson.
"I came to say goodbye and wish you luck, Callie," he extended his hand, but Callie hugged him and held on.
"Thank you," she whispered. "Thank you for everything. It's been fun."
She let him go and asked, "By the way, what is your first name?"
"Ash, short for Asher, means 'happy' in Hebrew," he revealed with a wink.
Landon shook Anderson's hand. "Take care of yourself, Anderson."
"You too, Landon. It's been an honor."
The EMTs had arrived at the scene, and were taking care of Dylan's wounds.
Callie walked up to her boyfriend.
"How are your wounds? Are you going to be all right?"
"Fine... I'm just sore. They said I'll be all right in a couple of weeks."
"We can compare wounds later or something. I have an awesome one on my back." A weak smile peeked from her lips.
"Is that an invitation?" He wiggled his eyebrows, but stopped and grimaced, touching his swollen eye.
"You wish, you pervert." Callie had a big smile when she said it.
Those big green eyes turned him inside out.
"Did you mean it when you said 'I love you' on the phone, Dylan? Or it was something you said because you thought you were going to die? Because I love you. So much. Could you believe that, despite everything I've put you through? You don't have to say it back but—"
"I love you, too," Dylan blurted out.
"You do?" she asked with wonder, a smile curving her lips.
"Of course, I do. You're perfect. How could I not love you?"
"I'm not perfect," she said at once.
"You're perfect for me," he assured her. "You're beautiful, sexy, smart, brave..." He shook his head. "You're all I could have wanted and more, Callie. I'm happy when I'm with you. I love you. I'm in love with you. But you already knew that."
"It was different, hearing the words." Callie's chest felt warm, and tears blurred her vision. "Say it again," she whispered.
"I love you," he said. "So much." His hand slipped behind her neck, and he brought her lips to his. She kissed him softly. His lips were swollen and they hurt when he pursed them.
"There's something else I wanted to tell you, too."
"Better than 'I love you'?"
"I hope so. I wanted to tell you that whatever life you want, that's the life I choose. I'll go wherever you go."
"You'd truly go anywhere with me? Wow!"
"For us," he said. "I want to do whatever it takes to make you happy."
"I won't travel forever," she said. "When I get discharged from the army, I want nothing but a quiet life. I've had enough emotions for a lifetime."
He brushed the hair back from her face. "Middletown looks like a great place to settle and raise a family."
"Is that a proposal?" She pushed a dangling lock of hair behind her ears.
Dylan thought for half a second. "Sure. Sure, yes it is. Will you?"
Callie carefully threw her arms around him. "Of course, I will. Whenever you want. It's been a long day. A hard one. But I want you to know that you're extraordinary, and I love you," she said, unable to stop herself. "I'd kiss you again, but it might be too painful."
"I don't care."
They kissed again until a small laugh burst from her, and she smiled against his lips.
"What's so funny?"
"Nothing. Just happy. We're a good team."
Dylan pulled her tight against him. "The best. I can handle anything as long as you're with me."
She wrapped her arms around his neck. "Then here I will stay."
"Forever," Dylan said.
"Forever," Callie agreed.
Dylan leaned down until his lips found hers.
Forever was going to be amazing.
EPILOGUE
Grace stirred a pot on the stove, glancing down every few seconds at her daughter Valerie sprawled on the kitchen floor. Scout bounced around the little girl, his tail a blur of excitement. Landon sat beside Valerie, a picture of contentment watching them play.
A notification pinged on Grace's phone. She swiped it open and began to read.
Landon perked up at the news. "Who is it? Please tell me it's not another person wanting to visit Valerie."
Grace giggled. "No, it is not, you grouch. It's an email from Callie and Dylan."
A grin split Landon's face. "Great. How are they doing?"
"Let's see..." Grace settled into a chair and began to read aloud.
"I've been deployed to support operations and provide care at Landstuhl, Germany. Dylan arrived two days ago. He was hired for a very important magazine after the success of his articles about Middletown, and his story about Sutton and the human trafficking ring. He is taking virtual classes to become a correspondent.
"The on-the-ground job experience I am getting through my military service is invaluable. I literally work well beyond any civilian nurses with some of the best surgeons in the country, working on soldiers and those in need. Our team consists of twenty people. We treat injured American and NATO troops performing life - or limb-saving surgeries.
"As you probably know, we get a great number of wounded warriors who are not only physically injured, but some are also emotionally hurting as well. Some of these men and women have numerous visitors, which I believe makes their transition much easier. However, some don't get many visitors, for whatever reason, and I think that this can take an emotional toll on them because they feel as though no one cares about them or appreciates their service, which is not the case at all. I can always tell when someone has been by to see them because they are in greater spirits and are smiling more."
"Callie always had a thing for those in need," Landon commented.
"We are very alike on that," Grace added. Her eyes were bright. "I'm happy she can be there for those poor soldiers. My heart goes with them."
|
Grace cleared her throat and kept reading.
"As a nurse and soldier, my words can only go so far with these soldiers. It means the most to them when they hear good things from someone outside the military."
"Today, I saw a group of people and I got to talking to a man whose mother had been in Middletown for Christmas and I got homesick. We are still planning to settle in Middletown when my service in the military is over. I hope Dylan and I can be there this Christmas to share it with you and Valerie. Talking about her, how is my niece doing? Are she and Scout getting along?"
Grace looked down at her daughter; she was trying to climb into the dog's back to ride him as if he were a horse. Scout was staying still, whining softly.
"I'll try to Skype another day. It's not that easy with the time difference and my crazy working hours, but I'll do my best.
"Thank you all for your support, your caring hearts, your loving spirits, and your smiling faces. I love you with all my heart.
"Dylan sends his love too and says thank you for taking care of his RV while he is here."
Tears welled in Grace's eyes, a bittersweet mix of pride and longing. Callie, her brave girl, was out there making a difference in the world. Wiping a stray tear away, Grace closed the email.
"Aww, our Callie is the sweetest person in the world!"
"Everything that she is saying is great," Landon scoffed, a playful edge to his voice. "But when are they going to tie the knot? What's the holdup?"



Grace gave the email a quick scan. "She doesn't say. When you look at them, you just know they're meant to be. They're taking their time, building a life together. You know how couples are these days, Landon."
"No, I don't," he replied with a mock frown. "Enlighten me, oh wise one."
"Well, for starters, Grace is deployed. It's not the ideal time for wedding bells, right. Besides, weddings are expensive. Maybe they're prioritizing financial stability, building a nest egg."
"If money is the problem, I'll pay for the whole thing!" Landon declared, impulsively.
Grace chuckled. "That's sweet of you, Landon. But Callie is an adult now. She can make her own choices. Besides, you took your sweet time proposing to me, if memory serves."
Landon shook his head but smiled. "That was different. I had PTSD."
"Oh boy," Grace teased with a laugh. "How long are you going to milk that cow?"
Landon rolled his eyes playfully.
"Callie is finally living her fairytale love story," she said, her voice softening. "And we are, too.
Landon reached out, his hand cupping Grace's cheek. He leaned in, his kiss gentle yet filled with a lifetime of love. The setting sun cast an orange glow around them, painting the scene in a warm, happy light.
"I won't argue with you about that."
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To the dedicated men and women of the Army Nurse Corps,
Their unwavering commitment to healing and service transcends the battlefield. They are the lifeline for countless soldiers, offering not just exceptional medical care but also unwavering compassion and a beacon of hope in the face of adversity.
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CHAPTER 1
"You won't believe it, Maggie! I found an old fort!" Red Harding Junior's voice was buzzing with excitement. His best friend, Maggie Olson, was following him through a groomed path that led to the woods behind the Hardings' farm.
The forest was beautiful, lush, and green with birds chirping and singing. Walking through the forest was calming. The kids were smiling, they felt very much at home. They didn't have any fear or worry, as they moved through the trees.
"I was exploring here," Red said, "when I found a stone bridge across the creek, I crossed it, and found the fort. They only built the floor and two walls. We can finish it. I'll ask Grandpa for supplies."
"Why do we have to call it a fort?" Maggie asked, as they walked deeper into the shady forest. "Let's call it a clubhouse."
"That's such a girly thing to call it," Red argued. "I suppose you'll want to hang curtains and have a tea set."
"Maybe," Maggie retorted, her voice rising a notch. She crossed her arms, the defiance evident in her set jaw and a sparkle of challenge in her eyes.
A mourning dove cooed in the trees, somewhere in the distance, and the sound was followed by the familiar sound of rushing water in the creek.
"We're close," Red said. "It's been abandoned for some time. Whoever started building it, never finished it."
Sunlight filtered through the leaves, dappling the forest floor in patches of light and shadow. Maggie's eyes gleamed. "We can decorate it for Halloween, invite our friends, and tell scary stories! Imagine them coming here in the dark. It'll be awesome!"
"Have you picked your costume yet?" Red asked.
"Same as usual," Maggie replied. "Werewolf."
Red rolled his eyes. "Still obsessed with Angel, the werewolf vigilante?"
"He's amazing," Maggie insisted. "He fights for those, who the system wrongs. You should read the first book. That's all it takes to get hooked."
"Nah, I prefer to read web comics," Red retorted.
"So, how about we meet here tomorrow to tell stories after trick-or-treating?" Maggie suggested.
Red hesitated. "I'm not sure. Maybe it's better if this place stays a secret."
When they reached the creek, Red was first to make his way across the stone bridge, leaping from one moss-covered rock to another, to avoid getting splashed by the rushing water.
"Can we tell Lily, at least?" Maggie pleaded. "She's a good friend, too."
Red twisted his mouth. The more people who knew about the fort, the less likely it was to stay a secret.
Maggie looked at him with puppy eyes.
He finally conceded. "Fine, but only her."
They walked a short path until they got to a clearing.
"Ta-da!" Red exclaimed, looking at Maggie and spreading his arms wide. "Here it is! Come on!"
Mesmerized by his joy, Maggie followed.
"There's someone else here," she warned Red in a whisper, pointing at a man who loomed on the fort's floor. He seemed to be in his thirties and was wearing jeans, a blue T-shirt, and sneakers.
Red turned around in one quick movement.
"Who are you? What are you doing in our fort?" Red demanded.
He grabbed a branch from the ground and took a step forward. Maggie couldn't help but admire her friend's courage.
The stranger raised his hands. "Whoa there, easy, son. I come in peace."
Red's grip tightened on the branch.
"This place was my fort when I was your age. My best friend and I built it years ago, earning the supplies by doing odd jobs around town," the man explained. "It actually holds some special memories for me."
The stranger didn't look threatening. Of course, that didn't mean he wasn't threatening. A lot of dangerous strangers looked perfectly normal, thought Maggie.
She cautiously approached, her eyes flitting between the stranger and Red. "So, you and your friend are the ones who started this clubhouse..." she began, keeping her distance. "Why didn't you ever finish it?" she asked, directly.
The stranger chuckled. "Do you have a moment? If you do, I can tell you the whole story." He gestured to the empty space beside him on the fort floor.
"We have time until dinner," Maggie said. She hesitated, but seeing no immediate threat, took a tentative step closer.
Red, however, remained wary. "Stranger danger, Maggie," he whispered, grabbing her arm.
"He doesn't look dangerous," she replied.
The man smiled. "Of course not, kids. I grew up right here in Middletown. My best friend and I walked through this forest countless times exploring these hidden paths."
Both children nodded in agreement. They knew exactly what the man was talking about.
"You're Red Harding's son, aren't you?" the man continued, pointing at the boy's mop of red hair.
"Yeah. My dad owns the restaurant down by Main square. Maggie and I are staying at my grandpa's farm for a few days."
"Your grandpa is John Harding, he knows me," the man said. "I come back here every Halloween. I left my car parked at your grandfather's farm. You can call him if you have a phone, just to let him know you're with Neil Blackburn. Go ahead, I won't move."
Red retrieved his phone and punched his grandfather's number. Briefly explaining the situation, he received confirmation that Neil was, indeed, known to the family.
"All right, Mr. Blackburn," Maggie chimed in, her earlier apprehension replaced by curiosity. "Tell us about this clubhouse..."
Red interjected. "It's not a clubhouse, Maggie, it's a fort!"
"You can call me Neil, if you want..."
"Whatever," she said, under her breath.
"Come and sit with me, kids," Neil invited them. "It's a long story."
Both kids slowly climbed the branches and sat down on the wooden floor. Maggie pulled her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around her legs.
Neil chuckled. "To tell you the story of the fort, I need to start with my older brother, Oscar. He was one of those exceptional individuals, who seemed to possess an effortless brilliance. Between the two of us, he'd always been the more naturally gifted, the star athlete, while I was content to be a quiet observer. He got straight A's without breaking a sweat, while I was a consistent B student and had to work hard for my grades."
"Yeah, there is a kid at my school who is exactly like him," Red complained, leaving his distrust behind and sitting close to the man.
"He was the reason why my parents were always on my back. Oscar was the popular one, while I was more of a silent, who spent hours reading science fiction and fantasy novels."
"Have you read the Werewolf Vigilante Saga?" Maggie interjected, eager to connect with Neil over their shared love of fantasy.
"Of course," the man replied, a smile. "I'm still hooked on fantasy books. Angel's character is particularly well-written."
Maggie's smile widened. "Absolutely!" she agreed, her earlier apprehension replaced by a sense of camaraderie.
"I won't deny that part of my competitive spirit with Oscar stemmed from jealousy," Neil admitted. "But it wasn't solely because he was better looking or more popular. He stole the first girl I had my heart set on."
Red scrunched up his nose. "Oh, no! Please tell me this isn't turning into a love story," he groaned.
Maggie softly nudged Red. "What's wrong with love stories?"
Red twisted his mouth. "Ugh, they're full of mushy stuff like kissing."
Neil chuckled knowingly. "I understand where you're coming from, Red. Trust me, that changes in a few years. Back then, I was hopelessly in love with Gabrielle Haskell. From the moment she'd moved into the big house down the street, I thought she was the most beautiful girl on the planet. I watched her from afar every time I could, she had long dark hair and the most beautiful eyes."
Neil seemed to get lost in his thoughts.
"Every time Gabrielle laughed my heart absolutely swelled with love for her. She had the most beautiful smile I had ever seen," he continued.
Maggie leaned in, captivated by the budding love story unfolding before her.
"I looked at her only for a few seconds, but Gabrielle caught me looking at her. Our eyes met and I felt butterflies dancing in my stomach. My heart hammered in my chest. Then, she winked at me, and I felt my face flush. I bet she liked doing that."
"Did you ever hang out with her?" Maggie asked, completely drawn into the story.
Neil chuckled. "No. For one, Gabrielle was in eighth grade, while I was a year behind in seventh."
"Oh, so she was older than you," Red chimed in.
Neil chuckled again, this time at Red's remark. "At that age, a year can feel like a lifetime. Even though I got taller over the summer, I never gathered the courage to talk to her."
"I'm taller now, too!" Red blurted out, puffing out his chest. A blush reddened his freckled cheeks.
Maggie rolled her eyes. "No, you're not!"
"Yes, I am!" Red insisted. "Grandma Molly measures my height every year on my birthday. You can check the marks on the doorway in my room if you don't believe me."
Neil coughed gently to redirect their attention back to his story.
"Sorry, Neil," Maggie apologized. "Did you ever get to talk to Gabrielle?"
"Actually," Neil replied with a hint of a smile, "Gabrielle did."
"Every day, during lunch hour, I sat down with my best friend, Steve Manning, on our usual bench by the chain-link fence inside the basketball court.
"Not long after Steve and I finished our sandwiches, Gabrielle came walking over along the center line of the basketball court with her four friends close behind. I nearly choked on the last bite of my sandwich. She stood in front of me and said..."
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"Hey, Neil," Gabrielle greeted me with a warm smile. "I like your shirt."
"Thanks," I replied, trying to sound laid back. "It's brand new."
"What's going on?"
"Not much," I replied with a shrug.
Gabrielle slid down onto the bench beside me, while one of the girls took the seat next to Steve. My friend bit his lip, clearly nervous. I wouldn't be surprised if he was sweating buckets.
The other two girls stood in front of us, chewing gum and blowing bubbles.
"Neil," Gabrielle said, softly touching my arm. "I wonder if you could do a favor for us."
"Sure," I managed to say. I gulped and added, "What is it?"
Gabrielle leaned in, her eyes flickering towards her friend on the bench beside Steve. "Go ahead, Megan. Ask him, she encouraged the other girl.
Megan extended a sealed envelope to me. I took it and examined it briefly. There was nothing written on it.
"This is Megan," Gabrielle introduced her friend. "She just moved here from Texas."
Steve and I said "hi" in unison.
Turning back to Gabrielle, I asked her. "What's this letter for?"
She leaned closer, her voice dropped to a whisper that tickled my ear. "Megan has a bit of a crush on your brother. Would you mind giving him this letter?"

++0++

Maggie's face fell. "Aww, so Gabrielle just wanted you to deliver a letter to your brother?" she exclaimed.
A wry smile played on Neil's lips. "The story of my life," he muttered. "You hit the nail on the head, Maggie. It was Oscar who girls were after all along. But, please, let me continue."

++0++

I spun around on the bench, stealing a glance at my brother across the field, he was playing basket with the other boys.
"Sure," I mumbled, shoving the envelope deep into my backpack. I couldn't hide my disappointment because I wasn't the reason why she approached me.
The girls whispered and giggled with excitement. They grabbed Megan's arm and dragged her to the other side of the court.
Gabrielle remained seated for a moment. I didn't dare looking at her. A thick silence engulfed us. What could I say to her?
Then, she stood up.
"For the record," she said, sliding her hands inside her back pockets, "Megan's the one with a crush on your brother. Not me."
"Okay," I replied, not knowing what to do with this information.
She hesitated and then gave a small wave. "See you later, Neil."
My gaze followed her as she rejoined her friends. A small ember of hope flared to life within me. Maybe I wasn't as indifferent to Gabrielle as I thought.

++0++

"So, Gabrielle liked you?" Red asked, summarizing the situation.
"She clarified it wasn't my brother who interested her," Neil pointed out. "That didn't necessarily translate to her having feelings for me. But a small part of me dared to dream she might like me a little bit."
Red nodded.
"Torn between hope and hopelessness, I decided to play it cool, waiting for some further sign, any shred of confirmation that could solidify this newfound possibility."
"Did you give the letter to your brother, Neil?" Maggie chimed in.
Red wrinkled his nose. "Ugh, if it were me, I would've ripped that letter to shreds."
"A promise is a promise," Neil countered. "A man is only as good as his word."
"Yeah, my dad and grandpa always say that, too," Red conceded.
"I didn't enjoy giving the letter to Oscar," Neil admitted. "Part of me just wanted to burn that envelope. The last thing I wanted was to inflate his ego more than it already was. Girls practically fawned over him, and he enjoyed the attention too much."
"So, what happened then?" Maggie asked captivated by Neil's story.
"I went to his room and tapped on his door. Oscar was hunched over his desk, working on his homework. He swiveled around in his chair, surprised to see me standing there. 'What do you want?' my brother asked.
"With a flick of my wrist, I sent the envelope sailing through the air like a makeshift paper airplane. I wasn't going to personally delivering the letter to him like his servant. 'This is from an eighth-grader,' I mumbled. 'She asked me to pass it on.'
"Not waiting for his reaction, I spun on my heel and walked downstairs, back to my own room to feel miserable."
Maggie let out a sympathetic sigh. "Oh, Neil, poor you."
"Yeah, well, as I said, the story of my life. On the bright side, Gabrielle allowed me to walk her home the next day, and that became our routine for the rest of the week. Steve kept pestering me about when I planned to make a move on her.
"I had never gone out on a date, held a girl's hand or kissed one. The mere thought of going out with Gabrielle made me feel ill. She was gorgeous and I was... just me. Dating was venturing into uncharted territory."
"Never kissed a girl before," Red blurted out. He darted a quick glance in Maggie's direction, "Not that I'm interested or anything," he mumbled under his breath
"By Friday, the thought of enduring an entire weekend without seeing Gabrielle was unbearable. It took every ounce of courage I had to ask her, 'Hey, Gabrielle, would you, maybe... like to go to a movie with me on Saturday night?'
"It was the first time I'd ever asked a girl out on a proper date, and the awkwardness was palpable."
Maggie leaned forward; her eyes wide with anticipation. "Did Gabrielle say yes, Neil?"
Neil winced slightly. "She mentioned she was going to Glenn Rackett's party. Then, she casually asked if I'd be attending..."

++0++

"I felt embarrassed and tried to act like I didn't care. I shrugged. "I wasn't invited."
A grin split Gabrielle's face. "Well, consider yourself invited now! You should totally come."
"I didn't want to go to a party hosted by Glenn Rackett, a kid I didn't know. I thought I wouldn't know anyone else there."
"You could bring Steve," Gabrielle suggested. "Glenn wouldn't mind."
I hesitated a moment, pondering my next words. "I don't know," I mumbled. "What about your friends? Sandra, Kathryn... and that new girl who wrote to my brother?"
"They're all coming, too," Gabrielle chirped with excitement in her voice "See? It'll be a blast. Everyone will be there."
We resumed walking, but I still wasn't sure about it. It was way out of my comfort zone. "I don't know, Gabrielle."
"Please, Neil," she pleaded. Her fingers brushed against my arm. "Come on. Say you'll come. I've been looking forward to slow dancing with you..."

++0++

Maggie's face lit up. "Slow dancing? See, I knew she liked you!" she exclaimed, pumping her fist in the air.
A wry smile played on Neil's lips. "That's what I thought, too, at that moment," Neil said. "But let's not get ahead of ourselves just yet."

++0++

"Okay," I heard myself saying. "What time are you going?"
"Sandra's parents are dropping us off at eight." She walked backward toward her driveway, holding her books close to her chest. "So, I'll see you tomorrow night?" she asked, with a delicately raised eyebrow.
"Yeah, I'll see you then."
"Awesome."
"I turned to walk up the hill to my house at the top of the street, resisting the urge to take off in a run, because I wasn't sure if she might still be watching me through her front window. As always, I wanted to play it cool."
CHAPTER 2
"Did you go to the party, Neil?" Maggie asked, her eyes sparkling with curiosity.
Neil slumped forward and braced his knees. "Yes, and I wish I hadn't. Thirteen-year-old me, completely smitten and out of my element — what could go wrong, huh?"
"Spill it! What happened?" Red chimed in, leaning forward with eager anticipation.
"Be patient, Red," Neil replied with a chuckle. "I'm coming to that."
"When Steve and I rang the doorbell, Glenn's dad greeted us at the door and sent us downstairs.
"A wide-open basement greeted us. A long table laden with chips and cheese dip stood against the wall, a cooler overflowing with ice and cans of soda positioned beneath it. Loud music blasted from a corner, making conversation difficult."

++0++

"Let's get something to drink," Steve said, as we moved across the room to the snack table. We busied ourselves with cheese sticks and cola and looked up uneasily when Glenn Haskett came downstairs with about six guys.
To our immense relief, he gave us a nod and said, "Hey guys," before he leaped onto the sofa next to the girls and made them laugh and squeal.
The room was full of kids I didn't know. I felt completely out of place. Steve looked as uncomfortable as me. We didn't belong there.
Then, the doorbell rang again, and a sigh of relief escaped my lips as Gabrielle and her friends entered the room.
There she was. At last.
She paused on the bottom step, scanned the room for a moment, and found me. My heart pounded as our eyes met. Her face lit up with a smile, and in that instant, the awkwardness, the unfamiliar faces — it all melted away.
Five minutes later, I found myself slow dancing with Gabrielle. Gathering all my courage, I leaned in and...

++0++

"You kissed her! I knew it!" Maggie squealed, throwing up her arms. "I knew you two were meant to be."
A shadow flickered across Neil's features. "Yes, I did. Steve told me that if I didn't kiss her, she'll think you was not interested."
"So, how was it?" Red pressed, his curiosity piqued. "The kiss...?"
Neil shrugged. "Well, I didn't have anything to compare it to. Gabrielle didn't complain, so I guess it was as good as a first kiss can be. I thought she and I were an item then. I started thinking about where I would take her on our first date.



"After our dance, Gabrielle walked to her friends. They were looking at me and giggling.
"A bunch of kids went outside to sit on white plastic lawn chairs arranged in a circle on the grass, even though it was too cold to be sitting outside without a jacket.
"Steve and I sat down on a couple of chairs under the deck because we didn't know anyone on the grass. I checked my watch. My parents expected me to be home by eleven.
"Then, the most unexpected thing happened. That new girl, Megan, spotted us and approached, stomping up the grass as if she were on a mission. Steve sucked in a breath, and I wondered if he might have a thing for her because she was kind of cute. Compared to Gabrielle's undeniable beauty, Megan possessed a certain charm, a quality I found endearing.
"She stood in front of us and greeted me..."

++0++

"Hi Neil," Megan announced, coming to a stop in front of us.
"Hi Megan," I replied, unsure how to respond to her sudden appearance.
She shifted her weight uncomfortably, her gaze darting nervously around the party scene.
"Is this party any good?" she asked me. Her eyes kept looking around.
"It's all right," I mumbled, offering a noncommittal response.
A frustrated sigh escaped her lips. She locked eyes with me and asked, "Did you give my letter to your brother?"
"Yeah, I did," I said, letting out a frustrated sigh.
"Did he read it?" Megan pressed.
"I honestly don't know. I think so."
She blew out another quick breath, as if she were frustrated with me. "He was supposed to be here tonight. Any idea if he's shown up yet?"
I shrugged. "No idea. Look, Megan, truth be told, Oscar and I aren't exactly the closest."
That was putting it mildly.
Just then, the sound of the sliding glass door whooshing open drew our attention. Three of Oscar's friends walked out, they were chatting and laughing. Megan gasped, as she watched them join the group.
"He's here," she whispered, her eyes glued to the doorway, waiting for Oscar to step out as well. Seconds ticked by, yet my brother had not appeared.
"Where is he?" she breathed out.
Megan sat down between Steve and me. "What do I do? He's probably somewhere inside. Maybe I should go find him? Talk to him?"
The notion of her seeking romantic advice from made me laugh.
Steve couldn't help himself and blurted out, "Wow, you've got it bad."
"I can't help it," Megan admitted, letting out a long sigh. "Oscar is just... so cute."
I'd heard that exact description about my brother countless times before, to the point of near indifference.
Suddenly, Megan's grip tightened on my arm. "I need to do something, Neil, or I'll go crazy. Would you mind coming inside with me and introducing me? Even if he read the letter, I doubt he knows who I am."
I looked at her in surprise. "You've never spoken to Oscar before?"
"Nope, he's in ninth grade!" She sad as if that explained everything.
"Did you sign the letter or was it anonymous?" Steve asked, ever the pragmatist.
Megan bit her lip. "I signed it. I even caught Oscar looking at me yesterday during recess, but I'm clueless about his feelings. Maybe you could ask him?"
I snorted. "Me? Ask Oscar?" I blurted out, "Are you kidding me?"
"But you're his brother," she countered.
"In most cases, that might hold some sway," I conceded. "But my brother and I barely tolerate each other."
"Maybe Gabrielle could help," Steve suggested.
Megan's shoulders slumped in disappointment. "She's the one who convinced me to write the letter in the first place. But it seems like nothing's working. I just wish he'd acknowledge me, and make some kind of move."
"Maybe he's just not interested," Steve said. I gave him a look, because Megan didn't seem in any state to hear something like that. The poor girl was clearly infatuated.
"Please, Neil," she pleaded. "Would you at least come inside and help me talk to him?"
Though it was the last thing on earth I wanted to do, I said yes because Gabrielle was in there. Perhaps, I could use this as an opportunity to ask her to dance again before I left.
Leading Megan toward the snack table, I mumbled, "Hey, they refilled the Doritos."
Shoving a handful into my mouth, I scanned the room for Gabrielle, but she was nowhere to be seen.
"Did he not come?" Megan asked, growing increasingly frustrated. She boldly walked up to a girl from her class, who was dancing with some guy. "Excuse me," she said, tugging at the girl's arm. "Have you seen Oscar come in?"
The girl stared at Megan for a few seconds and glanced around awkwardly. "I-I'm not sure," she mumbled.
The music throbbed loudly, but the guy dancing with her leaned in and leaned closer to speak loudly over the music. "He's in the closet with Gabrielle."
Megan and I uttered the same word at the same time. "What?"
I stood there stunned, unable to move, processing what I had just heard. Steam came out from Megan's ears as she stormed towards the closet. Without hesitation, she threw open the door.
There they were, for all the world to see. Oscar and Gabrielle, locked in a kiss, froze at the intrusion. They jumped apart at the intrusion. Megan stood there, speechless. Across the room, I mirrored her state, the Doritos stuck halfway in my throat.
"You were supposed to be my friend," she said to Gabrielle. "You said we were blood sisters!"
Gabrielle met my gaze for a second, and simply shrugged with what struck me as an apology—as if to say 'Your brother is so cute... I couldn't help myself.'

++0++

"Oh my gosh, that's awful!" Maggie cried. "I was rooting for you two!"
"Heartbreaking doesn't even begin to describe it," Neil agreed. "The girl I liked was making out with my brother, the one guy I couldn't stand. Every muscle in my body tensed up, but causing a scene in front of everyone wasn't the answer."
"Your brother is a total jerk! Gabrielle was supposed to be your girl!" Red exclaimed, his cheeks burning. He slammed his right fist against his left hand. "My dad always talks about a 'bro code.' Looks like your brother doesn't have honor."
"Honor wasn't exactly high on Oscar's list of priorities," Neil said bitterly. "My brother probably saw me about as much as he noticed a fly buzzing around the room. I wanted to pound Oscar into the ground. But he was bigger than me and I knew I'd end up getting pounded in front of everyone.
Maggie bit her lip, twisting her fingers nervously in her lap. "What happened next?"
"Megan beat me to the punch," Neil explained.

++0++

"You were supposed to be my friend!" Megan's voice trembled, as she confronted Gabrielle. "You said you wanted to be my friend!" Tears welled up in her eyes as she delivered a stinging slap to Gabrielle's cheek before storming upstairs.
Gabrielle placed a hand on her cheek. Then, she simply shrugged and reached for the closet door.
Steve and I walked upstairs and out to the front door. It wasn't easy to pass by the closet a second time, knowing the girl I thought that was my girlfriend was in there necking with the brother I despised. I wanted to cry, but not in front of everyone.
Outside, we found Megan sitting on the curb in tears.
"Hey, Megan," I said softly, sitting down beside her. Steve did the same. "Are you all right?"
Megan wiped her tears with the back of her sleeve with a sniffle. "I just can't believe Gabrielle would do that to me. She seemed so nice."
"Me neither," I muttered.
"She kept pushing me towards your brother," Megan explained. "'He's looking at you,' she'd say. 'He likes you, I can tell'. It was all a lie. I don't know why she did that when she liked him all along.
"She fooled us all," I admitted. "I thought she liked me."
Megan turned to me. Her eyes were red and puffy. "Right? I mean, you two walked home together every day. Did she ever let on that she liked your brother?"
"Not once," I replied, thinking back on all our conversations, and fighting to keep the hurt inside.
"Some friend she turned out to be." Megan said, shaking her head as a car pulled up. A car pulled up, signaling the arrival of her parents. "Gotta go. See you tomorrow, guys."
An awkward silence descended upon me and Steve. After a long pause, Steve finally spoke.
"You're better off without her, Neil."
I shoved my hands into my pockets. "Yeah, I guess so..." I sighed. "I just thought she really liked me—"

++0++

"Did you talk with your brother, Neil?"
Neil shook his head. "What for? He would probably mocked me. I didn't acknowledge my brother when he arrived home an hour later that night, which was nothing new. When it came to girls, I had always known my brother would have the upper hand. He would always win. Or so I thought."
"What do you mean by that, Neil?" Red inquired.
Neil offered a sly wink. "Sometimes in life, second place can turn out to be even better than first."
"That doesn't make sense to me," Maggie said.
"You'll see," Neil said with a knowing smile.
CHAPTER 3
"Oscar and Gabrielle became inseparable. Years later, they got married, and they are still together. I see them for Thanksgiving and Christmas, but I never could bury the hatchet. There was simply too much water under the bridge, too many awful conflicts in the past that could never be erased."
Both kids nodded their agreement.
"What did you do about Gabrielle?" Red asked.
"Monday morning, I had no idea what I was going to do when I met Gabrielle. My heart also felt for Megan. Not only had she been rejected by the boy she liked, but she had also been betrayed by the girl who had taken her under her wing on her first day at a new school."
"Poor, Megan, I know what it's like to be the weird one," Maggie exclaimed. "Kids are always making fun of me because of the books I read."
"I don't," said Red. "I punched Aaron Latimer because he made fun of you."
Maggie dedicated a grateful smile to his friend. "You got detention because of me."
Red blushed and shrugged. "My dad understood, so he didn't ground me."
"Did you help Megan, Neil?" Maggie asked the man.
"I did, of course. If someone could relate with her pain, it was me. At lunchtime, Megan was all by herself. She was new in town, so she didn't have any other friends to fall back on. Needless to say, I sympathized. At least, I had Steve at my side..."

++0++

"Look at her," I said to Steve, as we sat on our usual bench on the basketball court, unwrapping our sandwiches. "Megan is sitting all by herself."
I glanced across at Gabrielle and her sickeningly fashionable entourage. They were watching Megan, and giggling.
"Why do they have to be so mean?" I said aloud. "Gabrielle was the one who treated her badly. Now, she and her friends are making fun of Megan."
Suddenly, my devastating heartbreak over Gabrielle turned to rage, and before I had a chance to think about what I was doing, I set down my sandwich and walked straight over to where Megan was sitting, eating her lunch alone.
I sat down beside her. "Hey. Do you want to come and eat lunch with me and Steve?"
She barely looked up. "Sure."
Gathering up her sandwich, she stood and crossed the basketball court with me. I couldn't help but glance back at Gabrielle and the other girls, who were watching us, with frowns on their faces.
They turned away after that, left the basketball court, and stopped giggling at Megan.
After that day, Megan ate lunch with us every day for the rest of the school year. The three of us became inseparable.
In a few weeks, we forgot about our broken hearts and all those stupid, mean, giggling girls. We just hung out together and had fun. Megan used to come over to my house, or Steve's house on weekends to play games on the computer and watch movies with us.
After the debacle at Glenn Rackett's party, I never saw Megan as anything but a friend.
She was really smart, and she talked about interesting things—things Steve and I had never thought about before. Not just girl stuff, she knew things about new technology and medicine because her father was a doctor, and she had a room full of tiny dollhouses she had built. They were detailed and intricate, and she told us she wanted to be an architect when she grew up.
She also built model cars and airplanes, and, under her guidance, Steve and I soon started building spaceships, spaceports, and all these things.

++0++

"I see where your story is going," Maggie exclaimed excitedly, with a knowing smile.
Neil's mouth twisted. "You're partly right, Maggie. But let's not get ahead of ourselves... Summer vacation after seventh grade began, and Dad took Oscar away on a fishing and sailing trip. No complaints from me - being stuck on a boat with my brother was never my idea of fun."
"I can't blame you!" Red blurted out.
"With Oscar gone and Mom working long hours, it was the best summer of my life. Freedom stretched before me like a wide-open road. No more constant check-ins at home. We spent our days riding bikes, exploring the woods, or swimming at Megan's pool.
"All right, all right," Red interjected, "enough about summer vacation bliss. Get to the part about the fort - why you built it, and why it never got finished."
Maggie chimed in, "Yeah, spill the beans, Neil."
"Okay, kids. Megan was the one who sparked the idea of building a clubhouse, but I discovered this perfect spot, right here," Neil said, spreading his arms.

++0++

"Look, Megan, it's ideal! Flat ground, four trees in a neat square - we could easily hammer the planks right onto the trunks."
Steve, ever the pragmatist, looked at the place and opined, "Hold on a second. On a windy day, if the trees sway, the walls will move and it'll probably fall apart."
Megan stepped into the center of the designated area. ""The trunks don't move in the wind, not this close to the ground. It's only the treetops that blow around. And these trees are good and solid." She pounded the edge of her fist on the thick bark. "I think it's a great spot. I can feel it."
"But where do we get the wood?" Steve asked.
"I can talk to Dad tonight," Megan replied. "He might be willing to buy some supplies. Plus, his shed is packed with tools - hammers, nails, the whole works."
I wasn't sure about involving adults. "What if your dad forbids it? This isn't exactly our property, you know. Public land. And the whole point is to have a secret hideout. Once your dad's in the loop, it's not much of a secret anymore. Parents just don't get this stuff. They always say no."
Megan was sure about her father keeping our secret. "Maybe your parents do, but mine are super supportive. They know I want to be an architect someday, and anything that involves building gets their enthusiastic go-ahead. Besides, do you have any other ideas about how we can get the wood?"
Steve shrugged, and I conceded with a sigh. "All right, let's talk to your dad. We are going to need tools, anyway. There's no way we can keep this a secret if we're going to do it right. And I think we should do it right."
"Agreed," Megan said, a smile spreading across her face. "How about you guys join us for dinner tonight? Mom's making spaghetti, and we can ask him then."
"Sounds good," I replied.
Steve shook his head. "Sorry, guys, I have to pack. We're going on vacation tomorrow."
"Just you and me then?" Megan turned to me.
I considered it for a moment. "Yeah, sure. Why not?"
"Great! Let's head back, it's getting close to five."
We trudged out of the woods together, a comfortable silence settling between us. Megan offered me her hand and I took it. The thing was that I was starting to feel attracted to her. She was smart, easy-going, and beautiful in her own way.

++0++

Maggie interrupted Neil, eager to share. "Megan's dad sounds cool. My dad's pretty cool, too. He works with a local contractor, and they build things together. I'm sure he will help us finish the clubhouse if I ask him nicely."
Neil's gaze turned distant, a flicker of sadness crossing his face. "Let me finish my story, first. There is a reason why the fort was never finished, Maggie..."

++0++

Doctor Harper listened attentively as Megan explained our plan that evening.
"An interesting idea," he remarked sounding impressed. "There are some logistical hurdles to consider, like carrying the wood and tools across the creek. However, the spot you picked up seems ideal. I think you can do it"
Megan smiled at me, and winked.
"I really like your parents," I told Megan a week later, as we hammered wooden planks onto the trees, constructing the floor. "Your dad trusts us to do this on our own. My dad would never lend me his tools and let me come out here, unless he was right beside me, telling me exactly how to do it the whole time, and making sure I didn't hammer a nail through my hand."
Megan chuckled. "Your dad's not that bad, though."
"Yeah, he's all right," I conceded. "He has more in common with Oscar ­ ."
With only the two of us, it was no easy task to haul the wood across the creek, but Megan and I were a good team. We complemented each other's strengths, and soon, the wood lay stacked near the site.
Doctor Harper had only given us enough material to complete the floor. He promised to get more wood for us if we worked together over the summer, doing odd jobs around his house.

++0++

"If you want something you have to earn it," Red chimed in. "My dad always says that. I washed a mountain of dishes at the restaurant to get my PlayStation. And let's not forget the endless chores at Grandpa's farm."
"Sounds like your dad has the right approach," Neil agreed. "The following weeks we took turns mowing the lawn, while Megan wielded the weed whacker and I meticulously removed the dandelions. Babysitting Megan's younger sisters and painting the deck rounded out our list of jobs. As promised, Megan's dad rewarded our efforts with a trip to the lumberyard for another load of wood."
"What about you and Megan?" Maggie asked.
"I didn't quite understand the bond we shared because I'd never experienced anything like it before. Over the next weeks, we grew closer and closer. Whenever I looked into her eyes, my heart skipped a beat."
"You had fallen for her!" Maggie exclaimed.
Neil's cheeks colored. "Yeah, I had. She felt more than just a friend. Much, much more."

++0++

"The floor looks fantastic," Megan declared, as she hammered the last nail into the final plank. "We did a good job with the level, Neil."
We both moved around the trees to stand inside the square, where we tried to imagine how the clubhouse would look when it was finished.
"It's definitely coming along," Megan exclaimed with enthusiasm.
"But walls and a roof are still missing," I pointed out. "Another week of chores, at least, to earn the lumber." I mentioned with a sigh, "It's no big deal, though. I actually don't mind helping out around your place. Babysitting your little sisters might be a different story."



Megan chuckled. "Don't worry, I know how to handle them. We can play board games after we tuck them in for the night."
"I really like you... your family," I blurted out, the words tumbling out before I could stop them. She understood what I meant.
A warm smile touched Megan's lips. "The feeling is mutual."
We both took a moment to look around and imagine our future clubhouse with four walls and a roof. Then we sighed heavily and flopped onto our backs, looking up at the sky beyond the treetops where the wind whispered gently through the leaves.
For a long while, we just lay there, relaxing. A contented sigh escaped my lips. "I love it here. This has been the best summer ever."
"Summer finished a month ago," Megan pointed out. Then, she took my hand in her, squeezed it, and added, "But, yes, it has."
There was something about Megan that I found both thrilling and contagious. It was her determination and drive to accomplish something and get what she wanted. I'd seen it in
those first few days when she thought she was in love with my brother. She had a single-minded focus that I found annoying at the time. Steve had called it an obsession, but I understood, it was just her personality. She was intense about everything, but I liked that about her.
In fact, there was a lot about Megan that I found attractive.
Suddenly, her voice broke the silence. "Neil, promise me something."
My eyes met hers. "Anything."
"Promise me we'll always be friends. Promise we'll finish this clubhouse together, and that it will forever be our special place - a refuge just for you and me."
"I promise," I vowed solemnly, looking into her eyes.
She let out a contented sigh and looked up at the trees again.

++0++

"Returning from building the second wall of our unfinished clubhouse, we were met with the devastating news of Megan's grandmother had passed in her sleep.
The Harper home was filled with deep sadness. Quiet sobs and tear-stained faces gave me chills. Even though I felt like I didn't belong, I was pulled toward Megan, who stood alone in the middle of it all.
Megan looked at me, her eyes full of tears. My chest tightened as I saw her in pain, knowing the girl I cared about was hurting, and I couldn't do anything to fix it. I hugged her, holding her tightly, and murmured soothing words, though they felt empty. As she cried on my shoulder, I felt helpless, wishing I could take away her sadness but knowing there was nothing I could say or do that would make it better.
The next day, I rode my bike to her house to say goodbye before they left.

++0++

"Remember your promise, Neil," Megan remembered me as she zipped up her suitcase in her bedroom. "Don't even think about finishing the clubhouse without me. You'll wait for me to come back."
"I promise," I promised quietly, feeling the heavy weight of her absence.
The thought of two long weeks without Megan's presence felt like an eternity. A sudden realization struck me - I loved Megan. Excitement rushed through me, quickly followed by a wave of nervous fear. Great timing—I realized my feelings just as she was leaving.
Moments later, I found myself walking her out to the car, her suitcase in hand. She paused at the curb, her hand reaching out to rest gently on my shoulder.
I found myself admiring Megan's wavy hair and thinking of how much I loved the dimples on both sides of her mouth when she smiled. Although she was not smiling now.
"You're important to me, Neil," she whispered. "I like you a lot."
"You're special to me, too," I confessed, the words tumbling out in a rush. "I like you, too."
My heart pounded faster, and I wished she weren't leaving. All I wanted to do was go back to the clubhouse and talk with her about things I never talked about with other people. Not even Steve.
She gave me a small smile as our eyes met. Suddenly, it felt like the world faded, leaving just the two of us.
Megan leaned in quickly and gave me a brief kiss on the lips before turning away. She picked up her suitcase and tossed it into the van with ease.
She slid into her seat, offering a final wave. "Bye, Neil."
Her face, bathed in the soft sunlight, seemed almost ethereal. The feel of her gentle kiss still lingered on my lips, leaving me at a loss for words. All I could do was offer a weak wave as she buckled her seatbelt, and the sight of her car pulling away left an emptiness behind.
Her parents came out of the house and climbed into the van. The engine roared to life, and once again, I wished more than anything that they weren't leaving. I could already feel the ache in my chest, knowing I would miss Megan so much—her family, too.
"We'll see you soon, Neil," Doctor Harper said, leaning over the seat to talk to me through the passenger window. "Take care of yourself." Then, they drove away.

++0++

"So, what happened? Did you guys become a couple after she came back? Did you marry her? Come on, Neil, finish the story!" Maggie bombarded Neil with questions.
"And what happened with this fort? Why was it never finished?" Red added.
A tear slipped from Neil's eye, his voice unsteady as his cheeks reddened. "Megan never came back," he whispered.
"Why not?" Red and Maggie asked in unison, even when they had already suspected the reason.
"Because... They were all killed... in a horrible car accident on the highway," Neil mumbled, "Megan and her family ... were... dead," the last word was barely a whisper
"No, no, no, that can't be true," Maggie cried, pressing her fist against her mouth to hold back a sob. "No, Neil, please. Don't say that. It can't be real."
Tears streamed down her face as she squeezed her eyes shut.
"No! That's not fair!" Red cried out, slamming his fist on the wooden floor. "Megan can't be gone. She was supposed to be back in two weeks. She was going to be your girlfriend, and you were going to marry her."
"I hate sad endings," Maggie exclaimed, tears still running down her sweet cheeks. "Oh, Neil!, You and Megan never got to be together."
"I'm so sorry, kids," Neil choked out, pulling Maggie into a comforting embrace. "She and her family died on October 31st. Since then, I come here every year on Halloween to think about her and what might have been."
Neil spoke softly, gently patting Maggie's back as she clung to his shirt. "Life does not always give us a happy ending, Maggie."
Tears welled up in Neil's eyes.
Squeezing his eyelids tight, Neil whispered, "In a few months, Megan had become my best friend and my love. I know some people might say it was puppy love, but it wasn't like that. She understood me in a way no one else did, and I cared about her more deeply than I thought possible at thirteen. It felt real—like losing her meant losing a piece of myself. I never found anyone like her. And wherever she is, I know she's looking after me, like an angel..."
A loud cry echoed through the forest, interrupting Neil's words and catching the group's attention.
CHAPTER 5
"Oh, my goodness, I can't believe it's real." A strange woman appeared out of nowhere, cried out, and fell on her knees, half laughing, half crying.
Startled, Neil and the children jumped on their spots.
"I am so happy I don't even know what to say. I had dreamed about this place all my life," the woman exclaimed, mostly to herself. Her eyes darted around, wide with wonder. Tears streamed down her cheeks. "I finally found it."
The strange woman seemed to be talking to herself.
"Everyone thought I was crazy, but my dreams were so vivid, so real, that I could not ignore them. I just had to see it for myself," she murmured. "Sometimes, they felt actually true, I thought I could wake up and keep living them."
Then, the woman realized she wasn't alone. A blush rose to her cheeks as she scrambled to her feet, smoothing out her dress and brushing off dirt.
"Oh, I'm so sorry! I didn't mean to scare you," she stammered. "I can only imagine what you must be thinking."
Three pairs of eyes stared at her, filled with confusion.
Neil sat up, studying her for a moment, pondering her words.
The woman met his gaze, an inexplicable sense of trust washing over her. She knew, somehow, that he wouldn't judge her.
"I've been searching for this place for years," she explained. "A kind farmer pointed me to this old clubhouse." She glanced around, taking in the scene. "This is definitely the place from my dreams, though a bit different. The trees are much taller, for example."
Awe filled her voice. "I can't believe I actually found it! I guess I wasn't crazy after all."
She approached the group and extended her hand towards Neil. "I'm Mariah. Please forgive my unexpected arrival. I didn't mean to scare you."
"I'm Neil," he replied, shaking her hand. "These are Red and Maggie."
The children shyly waved at Mariah, who returned the gesture with a warm smile.
"Why did you come here?" Red asked directly.
"The truth is a bit scary," the woman admitted, her gaze locked on Neil.
"We can bear it," both children chimed in.
"I don't usually talk about it," Mariah continued, "because the last time I did, everyone thought I was crazy. My sister told my mom what I said, and she took me to see a doctor. I ended up having to see a child psychiatrist and they wanted me to take pills. That's when my mom told them to forget it, and she refused to take me back there. I learned to keep my mouth shut, and everyone just kind of forgot about it."
Mariah sighed and rubbed her face. "I'm truly sorry, this place just... being finally here... The feeling is overwhelming!" She shivered all over.
"Forgot what exactly?" Maggie pressed, leaning in curiously. "What happened?"
The young woman took a deep breath. "It's kind of embarrassing. Back when I was little, around four or five, I thought I was someone else. I was convinced my name was Megan and I lived in Washington state. It's blurry now, but Mom says I used to insist she wasn't my real mom."
Maggie tugged at Neil's sleeve. He nodded, letting her know he had heard it, too. All the little hairs on his arms and neck started to rise and tingle.
Hearing the name Megan sent a shiver down Neil's spine. A wave of nervous excitement rushed over him. He placed a hand on his stomach, where a million butterfly wings were flapping wildly, filling him with a rush of warm exhilaration. He couldn't stop his heart from racing, and it sparked an unexpected happiness in him.
"Why'd you think that?" Red inquired.
"I had memories of another family," she explained. "I told Mom I missed them, but she worried I'd say it in public and people might think I was a missing child. She was scared they'd think she took me."
Maggie's eyes widened. "Do you think... maybe you were?"
The woman shook her head, picking up a twig and twirling it between her fingers. "No, it felt different. Like a whole other life, I lived before. In my blurry memories, I was older... around your age, maybe a bit more. I mentioned it again to my younger brother a few years later," she continued, "thinking maybe he would understand. He called me crazy and said I belonged in a mental hospital, threatening to tell everyone if I kept talking about it."
"Sounds like a great family," Red muttered, sarcasm dripping from his voice.
"I still don't get it," Maggie insisted. "What do you think is going on with you?"
A blush crept up the woman's cheeks. She let out a sigh and looked directly at Maggie. "This might sound crazy, but I've read a lot about the subject on the Internet, and I think I might... have reincarnated."
Neil couldn't help but look into the young woman's eyes. She kept looking at him, almost as if she recognized him, too.
"This feels strange," Mariah said, her gaze fixed on Neil. "We've obviously never met, yet there's something very familiar about you. I just can't figure it out." Her eyes scanned Neil's face, silently searching for an answer.
"I feel the same way," Neil finally admitted.
It was as if a spark of recognition flickered between them, though neither could say why. Even in casual clothes, Mariah was undeniably beautiful. Her blue eyes held Neil captive, and for the first time, he saw a future in them.
"When I was thirteen," Neil began, looking straight into her eyes. Mariah swallowed hard, silently urging him to continue. "My best friend and I started to build this... clubhouse. We had an ongoing argument because I called it a fort, but... never mind. Actually, she was more than just a friend. I was in love with her, and I think she felt the same way about me. Her name was... Megan."
"Oh, my goodness," Mariah shivered from head to toe; tears welled up in her eyes, as two streams ran down her cheeks.
"Megan and I spent an entire summer building this fort..."
"Clubhouse," Mariah blurted out, correcting him without thinking. A laugh escaped their lips, breaking the tension.
A small smile played on Neil's lips, which the woman found very attractive.
"And the argument goes on..." Neil said, raising an eyebrow.
"What happened to your friend?" Mariah asked softly.
"Megan and her family died in a car accident on their way to Texas," Neil explained.
Mariah seemed to understand, then offered, "I actually avoid highways and prefer back roads. Neil nodded as if the information made sense. "I'm so sorry to hear about your friend," she said sincerely. "That's terrible."
"Thank you," Neil replied. "We used to play here all the time. We built a small stone bridge over the creek and started a little fort, or a clubhouse as Megan called it. We earned money to buy supplies by doing chores for her dad."
"Why didn't you finish it?" the woman inquired.
"We only built the floor and two walls before Megan and her family left for Texas. She made me promise I would wait for her return to finish it..." Neil's voice trailed off.
A mourning dove cooed nearby, and the sound of the flowing creek filled the air.
Mariah walked around the structure, gently touching the aged wood. "It's a shame it never got finished."
Neil nodded, his throat tightening.
Mariah tilted her head back to look at the treetops. Neil and the children stood up; their attention drawn to her. Neil was captivated by her beauty and felt himself falling more and more in love with her with every passing second.
"This could have been a great clubhouse," she remarked. "Were you planning to add a roof?"
"Yeah," Neil replied. "Listen... would you..." He hesitated. "Would you be interested in helping me finish it?"
Mariah's face lit up. "I'd love to help you complete this clubhouse! I'm an architect. I've dreamed of designing houses since I was a kid. I could definitely improve on this design and get it finished."
The wooden planks were surprisingly level despite the years, although covered in some green mold and cracked where the trees had grown.
Neil smiled. "I trust your expertise completely."
Mariah looked up at the sky again. Tears kept falling from her eyes. "What is it about this place that makes me feel so at home? I can't explain it. I feel unbelievably happy right now, and I don't know why. I don't think I've ever felt this happy. Not once in my life. I'm just grateful to be alive and here... with you."
She gently touched Neil's cheek. "I'm so glad I met you, Neil."
"I feel the same way."
Hesitantly, she blurted out, "Can I ask you a really weird and totally inappropriate question?" she said.
Intrigued, Neil said, "Sure, ask away."
"How old are you?
It was an unusual question, but Neil wasn't surprised. "Thirty-seven. Why do you ask?"
"No reason," she mumbled. "Just curious. That was stupid."
"It wasn't stupid," Neil replied. "I was curious too, but I figured it out. You're twenty-three, right?"
His gaze met hers, intense and serious. "How did you know?"
"Simple math," Neil explained, with a grin.
Electricity sparked in the air between them, and there was no doubt in Neil's mind that it wasn't just him. Mariah was feeling something, too. That awareness caused a commotion in him... an intoxicating thrill.
"Are you married, Neil?" Mariah pressed her open hand to her mouth. "I'm sorry again. That's none of my business."
"No worries," he chuckled. "No wife or girlfriend, although I haven't given up looking."
Mariah gave him a doubtful look. "Really? You're handsome, kind, and smart. Women must be all over you."
"The women I meet aren't what I'm looking for. I met the one I loved when I was thirteen, and I guess I never moved on."
"I understand completely. Romance wasn't exactly my strong suit growing up. I was the nerdy girl with braces, glasses, and straight A's. Not exactly prom queen material."
Neil was momentarily overcome by the emotion in her beautiful eyes. "I think you're amazing."
The sunset painted the sky with vibrant hues of pink and red, a breathtaking sight.
"Neil, we have to head back to the farm," Red said. Maggie was standing at his side, clearly reluctant to leave.
"All right, kids. Thanks for listening to my story. How about we meet here tomorrow at ten to work on the clubhouse?" He turned to Mariah. "Would you be interested in joining us?"
"I'd be honored," she replied, her voice thick with emotion.
"Great, then. See you tomorrow. Bye, everyone!" The children waved goodbye and rushed away.
"Bye!" Neil shouted, waving at them.
Although it was long past time for him to get into the car, and head back to the bed-and-breakfast, Neil lingered, hesitant to say goodbye to Mariah. He simply wanted to stay with her a little longer.
A powerful urge washed over him, reminding him of Megan again.
"We should probably get going, too," Neil finally said, offering her his hand. "Would you like to walk with me?"
She took Neil's hand without hesitation.
"Absolutely," she replied.
"I've been having these intense feelings of déjà vu since I arrived," Mariah said as they walked hand-in-hand. "Does that happen to you?"
"Not really," Neil said. "I mean, sometimes... But not like this. It's a strange feeling, almost magical."
They continued walking until we arrived at a groomed path that led to the woods behind Harding's farm.
"My car is parked here," Neil said, pointing to a blue Ford.
"Mine, too." She smiled at him and pointed to a red Volvo.
"I can show you the Harpers' house if you'd like. It's where my friend Megan and her family used to live."
"That sounds great, Neil."
"Just follow me in your car. We could grab dinner afterward. There's a great restaurant in front of the town square."
"It's a date," Mariah said. Their eyes met, and a spark ignited between them. "I feel like I've known you forever," she admitted.
Neil felt a strong connection, too. "Maybe you did," he confessed. "In another life."
Mariah's smile was now a mile wide.
All Neil could think about was what it would feel like to kiss Mariah. He couldn't take his eyes off her lips.
"Can I kiss you?" he blurted out.
Mariah's smile widened. "I thought you'd never ask," she said leaning closer to him, and they shared a passionate kiss.
Then, he touched his forehead to hers and held her face in his hands.
"I waited for your return, as I promised," he whispered.
A shiver ran down his spine as he said the words. Somehow, he knew it was the right thing to say.
Mariah's eyes softened. "I'm sorry it took me so long to come back, Neil."
"You are worth the wait," he replied, his voice filled with emotion.



They shared another kiss, a deep expression of their newfound connection.
"To new beginnings," Mariah whispered, as they pulled away.
"To new beginnings," Neil echoed, with a smile.
They climbed into their cars and drove off.
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CHAPTER 1
"Good morning, Bert."
"Good morning, Kid."
Bert Thomas had been the sheriff of Middletown forever. He knew everyone and everyone knew him. He was loved and respected. He was a big man, six feet four inches and nearly two hundred pounds. He wore a belt around his middle that sported a sidearm, ammunition, handcuffs, a walkie-talkie, and keys.
The small town's police force consisted of him and Nick Wallace, his young deputy. Bert had nicknamed him 'Kid' since he was assigned to Middletown years ago. Nick fell in love with the small-town life and never left.
"I brought you a double espresso, Bert."
"What's the catch, Kid?" Bert asked, watching the coffee cup as if it was a rattlesnake.
"I like pampering my chief," the deputy answered wearing a seventy-five-watt smile. "So, what are your big plans for the holidays?"
"Well, as you know, my plans involve a fine dinner at The Jammed, and then a couch, a balloon of cognac, and a man named George Bailey."
"It's A Wonderful Life. A classic."
"An old Christmas movie for an old guy," Bert sighed. "It fits."
Christmas was never an easy time for the sheriff.
"You're not old at all, Bert."
"Well, sometimes I feel older than I am," Bert said tapping his forehead. He took a sip of his coffee and went on, "Now, Kid, stop stalling and say whatever you have to say. I'm not stupid."
"Well... You see..." Nick looked at the floor. "Mayor Thompson came by the station earlier, while you were doing your round, and asked if you'd be willing to dress up as Santa Claus on the night of the Christmas Tree Lighting."
Christmas in Middletown was always a big production. The Winter Festival, the Christmas Snow Dance, and the Tree Lighting on the town square— all the tourists' favorite.
Bert stared at his deputy, his words not sinking in right away. "Did you say Santa, Kid?"
"You know, Santa. The big guy in a red suit, white beard, big belly, brings presents every year." Nick grabbed his stomach and exclaimed, "Ho, ho, ho..."
"I know who Santa is. Stop trying to be funny. What's wrong with Ernie? He's been playing Santa for the last years."
"His wife has been drinking heavily. The mayor fears she might ruin the Christmas Tree Lighting if Ernie plays Santa."
Bert nodded. Ernie was a good man— a good husband and a good provider. He deserved better than an alcoholic wife.
"Ernie's hands are full, I get it." Bert drank another gulp of coffee, and said, "Now, why the hell are they asking me to play Santa? Is it because I'm jolly or because I'm plump?"
A frown crossed Nick's face. Bert knew the deputy was trying to figure out which answer would get the him inside the red suit.
"Everyone knows you and you know everyone. You know if they were good or naughty," Nick said, with no small amount of devilish satisfaction.
"I should carry a big bag of coal then," Bert joked back.
"Also, because everyone loves you, Bert. Especially kids. You knew their parents when they were kids, and you tell them stories about them."
Bert sat there pondering his deputy's offer, not sure what to say.
"You used to own a Santa costume," Nick pushed. "I bet you'll look great in it."
"I still have it." Bert sighed heavily. "Fine, stop the flattery, Kid. I'll do it. On one condition...," with a wicked smile he added, "...you'll be my elf."
"Sure, I'll be your..." suddenly, the smile disappeared from Nick's face. "Wait... Did you elf?"
"You heard me. Make sure to get your costume."
Nick twisted his mouth, but said, "Okay, I guess I deserve that. I'll do it for the kids. Lizzie is going to have a ball watching me playing an elf."
"How's that lovely wife of yours?"
"She's fine. She's on maternity leave right now as you know. Taking care of the baby. She won't be back to work until next year."
"I knew she'd gone out, but I thought maternity leave was only eight weeks."
"She's taking unpaid leave so she can be home with the baby until his first birthday. With me working full-time and she driving back and forth from Seattle... Well, we don't believe a child should be raised by a nanny or a babysitter."
"Good call on that." Bert's face lit up with a smile. "Your baby is a cute one. He's going to be a heartbreaker like his father."
Nick grabbed his hat and headed to the door. "You're not bad, either Bert. You know, some single ladies in town would be glad to help you get dressed."
"For crying out loud, tell them I can dress myself!" the sheriff called after him. "I still can tie my own shoes!"
"Not what I meant," Nick replied, with a wink before leaving the room.
CHAPTER 2
Later that day, Bert, Nick, Lizzie, and the baby went to the sheriff's home to check his outfit. Bert wanted to try it on in case it needed any fixing. Nick's wife had offered to come with them. She was good with a needle.
"Besides, I have nothing else to do," Lizzie said.
Bert invited them in and opened the closet door to get the costume off the top shelf. In reaching for the box, everything off the top shelf fell on him and scattered across the floor.
Bert looked down at the things spread on the rug. One old photograph caught the sheriff's attention. He grabbed it and just stared at the picture for a while.
"What's that?" Lizzie asked, with curiosity.
"Oh, that's nothing, just an old photo."
"Mind if I take a look?" she asked.
Bert handed the photo to the deputy's wife. "Pretty handsome guy, huh?"
Nick, who was helping to gather the stuff from the floor, peeked over his wife's shoulder.
"Is this you when you were in high school, Bert?" the deputy asked.
"Yeah, I was young once, Kid."
"Who's the pretty lady at your side?" Lizzie asked.
"Well, actually, she's—" Bert's cheeks blushed.
"It's okay, Bert. I didn't mean to pry. You don't have to explain," Lizzie said, placing a hand on the sheriff's arm.
"That was the love of my life... Karen Morris," Bert finally breathed out. Her name rolled around Bert's head like a barbed ball, slicing open feelings that had long since become scar tissue.
"And the plot thickens," Nick commented, earning a slap on the arm from his wife.
Nick started to backpedal, and added, "We all have old flames, Bert. It's nothing to be embarrassed about."
Lizzie stared at her husband with a look that meant 'We'll talk about your old flames when we get home'.
"Well, I suppose you're right about that," Bert said, still staring at the picture.
"When was this photo taken?" Nick asked.
"Christmas Snow Dance, many years ago."
"High school sweetheart?" Lizzie asked, still looking at the picture.
"Well, yes... but she was much more than that. We have known each other since we were kids. She was the only woman I ever truly loved." The sheriff's mind was miles away. "When she returned from college, I was planning on marrying her, you know? I even bought her a nice ring."
"I didn't know you were engaged," Lizzie said.
Bert shook his head, and said, "I never was."
"Aww, Bert! I'm sorry if we're bringing back sad memories. We can stop here," Lizzie offered.
The sheriff shook his head. "No, it's okay. I want to."
"Do you remember your first date?" Nick asked.
"I do. I took her to a school dance. There was a live band, stroboscopic lights, and everything. We danced together all night."
Nick and Lizzie nodded.
"After the dance, we went for a walk down the little path by the lake. Then, she started humming, reached out her arms and we started dancing. Right there by the lake, under a starry sky. No band, no crowd, no flashing lights, just the two of us and the stars. I never wanted that dance to end."
"Aww, Bert! That was so romantic!" Lizzie exclaimed. "So, what happened next?"
The sheriff's cheeks became red. "What do you mean? I took her home, of course. We didn't have sex until much later in our relationship."
"I meant why did you two break up?"
Bert paused to collect his thoughts. "Things were different back in those days. Back then, if you wanted to marry someone, it was customary to ask the lady's father for his approval."
"I'm not sure if your father would have given me his permission to marry you," Nick said to his wife.
"Probably not. Lucky for you I'm a woman in my own right and I could make my own decisions even if that pissed off my dad," Lizzie replied.
"Well, Karen's father wasn't very fond of me, either. He said I didn't make enough money; I had no future. I had become a sworn police officer, and I was working my way up the law enforcement ladder. It didn't matter how much I argued with him. In his eyes, I was never going to be worthy of his baby girl. Mr. Morris was a good friend of Maximilian Carter. You didn't get to know him, but he was a mean powerful person who ruled this town with an iron fist until his death."
Nick nodded. "Maximilian had already passed when I came to Middletown, but I heard a lot of stories about him. Most of them describe him as a tyrant. The kind of person who thinks he's better than you just because he has money."
Bert nodded. "Molly Carter, his own daughter, ran out of town because of him." The sheriff let out a painful sigh. "Anyway, back to the story, I kind of expected not to get Karen's father's approval, but what killed me was that she didn't fight for us."
"Aww, why not?" Lizzie asked, totally absorbed with the story.
"Well, Karen had her own reasons to break up with me that had nothing to do with her father's opinion."
"Which were her reasons?" asked Lizzie.
"Basically, she didn't want to settle in a small town. She wanted to travel and see the world," Bert explained, with a shrug. "Her dreams didn't involve a house, family, and kids, but a lot of exotic places and famous museums and monuments." Bert took a deep breath, and went on, "You think someone is committed to you, and then you get a kick in the pants. I was totally into her, I was young, dumb, naive, and madly in love. Then, suddenly, I discovered she didn't feel the same way about me. In just a moment... Poof! All my dreams were gone— dead. My fairytale in ashes."
"She should have told you about her plans before you two got too serious," Lizzie offered.
Bert shrugged, "Well, she didn't tell me about her plans until the last moment. She even had the tickets to fly to New York," Bert twisted his mouth.
"I'm sorry, Bert. I had no idea," Nick said sincerely.
"That was so unfair! You are a great guy. Any woman would be lucky to have you," added Lizzie.
Bert ran his fingers through his hair. "As I said, it happened a million years ago. It's not something I like to talk about. Please keep the story to yourselves."
"Of course," Nick and Lizzie said at the same time.
"You ever thought about looking her up?" Nick asked.
Bert's shoulders tensed as his expression clouded with a frown.
"I checked on her for a while until I knew she got married. Then, I stopped. What for? She got her own family... a husband her father approved. She was living our dream only with someone else. So, I focused on my work. People in Middletown became my family."
Lizzie Bert a sympathetic smile while placing a hand on his forearm.
"Do you think she got over you so easily?" Lizzie asked softly.
"I don't know. Apparently, she did. She never wrote to me or showed up to any of the class reunions."
"I could look for her. Check if she's still married or not," Nick offered.
"I appreciate the offer, Kid, really," Bert said, shaking his head. "I could have done it myself. I was tempted many times, but I think some things are probably better left in the past. Trust me, it was for the best. I mean, there are a lot of happy single people in the world, right?"
"If you say so, Bert... I'm sorry, we brought all those painful memories back," Lizzie said.
Bert took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. "No need to apologize. The fact that you even care, that alone, is probably the best present that I've received in years. Now, let's take a look at my old Santa suit."
CHAPTER 3
"How do you feel being back in your hometown, Mom."
The sleepy little town had been an idyllic place to grow up. Driving along the streets of Middletown Karen Morris could see that not much had changed in the years she'd been away. It felt like she had walked back in time. Certain smells, houses, sounds, and landmarks made her feel like she was a young woman again.
"It feels good. Really good. Like coming back home," Karen said to Bethany.
"Home is not a house but a place where you feel you belong," her daughter quoted. "You have talked so many times about Christmas in Middletown when I was young that I want to live it with you."
The weather was colder than Karen remembered. She hoped she had packed the appropriate clothes.
"What are you looking at, Mom?" Bethany looked at her mother quizzically.
"Nothing in particular, and everything, dear. Just reminiscing." Karen smiled at her daughter. "We are going to have the best Christmas ever!"
Karen realized she was staring at the faces of people, searchingly. She knew who she was looking for— Bert Thomas, her ex-boyfriend. Even if it was just to look at him from across the street.
Karen had felt bad about the way things had ended between them. Her father refused to give the couple his blessing. She knew she should have stood up for them. But the truth was, she knew her future was not in Middletown. She loved Bert dearly, but she felt she was too young to settle down. She wanted to travel, to see the world. Her family moved out of town shortly after the breakup and Karen didn't have any contact with Bert after. Part of her died that day.
Karen needed to know if Bert was okay. He wasn't present in any social media. All she knew about him was through the webpage of the local newspaper, The Middletown Gazette. The page painted the sheriff as a beloved local figure. Karen hoped Bert had moved on and found a true-loving wife who treated him better than she did.
Bethany maneuvered the car into a parking space in front of the White Fairypoppy Inn. Karen was aware word would spread once she and her daughter stepped foot into the only bed-and-breakfast in town.
"Welcome to Middletown. My name is Laura and she's my daughter, Lily. She is a bit shy around strangers. How can I help you?" a young woman with a young girl at her side greeted Karen and Bethany at the reception.
"Good morning, Laura. Where is Molly?" Karen asked, looking around.
"My aunt got married and retired. I am her niece, Laura. I run the place now. Do you know my aunt?"
"I did. A long time ago when we were both younger than you are," Karen said, with a smile.
"I'll let her know you're in town, Mrs. Higgins."
"My maiden name is Morris, Karen Morris."
"I'm sure my aunt will love to rekindle your friendship," the manager of the bed-and-breakfast said.
"We need to check in," Bethany told Laura, not wanting to prolong the conversation. "I made reservations months ago."
"That was very wise of you. We book up really fast during the holidays. We're completely full through to the end of the month. Middletown takes its Christmas celebrations seriously."
"I remember," Karen said, handing the receptionist her driver's license. "I wanted to show my daughter the place where I grew up."
Laura smiled at them and gave them a key with her room number.
"Many people return to Middletown for Christmas. The Tree Lighting Ceremony takes place at five p.m. There's no better way to get into the festive spirit than singing carols and drinking hot cocoa. I recommend you arrive at least an hour early to stake out a good spot."
Laura guided Karen and Bethany to their room.
"This is one of my favorite rooms. You've got your exposed-beam, vaulted ceilings, living room over here, and the sofa, and the beds right there," Laura explained.
The room was warmed by a crackling fire. There were two beds and a window that was currently shuttered against the cold.
"Wow, this is beautiful," Bethany exclaimed. "It takes me back in time."
Karen nodded absent-mindedly.
"My husband restored the whole inn," Laura said, with pride. "I'll let you get settled. There are towels in the closet. Let me know if you need anything," she said and left them alone.
Karen sat on the bed looking at the fireplace.
"What are you thinking, Mom?" Bethany asked while she unpacked her clothes.
"Nothing really important, dear."
"Oh, come on! You don't fool me, Mom," Bethany said with a laugh. "I brought you here to make you relax and enjoy yourself for the first time in God knows how long."
"I am relaxed," Karen protested at once.
Her daughter snorted. "Mom, you're as wound up as a clock."
Karen stared at her daughter blankly and then felt the tension in her shoulders ease. With a small, real smile claiming her lips, she said, "What would I do without you?"
"Lock yourself in your apartment, and leave it only to go to work," Bethany said, promptly. "You have no social life since Daddy died."
Karen laughed, but it was a hollow sound because the sad fact was that her daughter was right. If it weren't for Bethany, she'd be locked down already, either in her apartment or at her office, her head buried in business as she struggled to forget the last three years without her husband.
"After your father passed... The place was suddenly empty. My life was empty. It was just me, night after night. It was so depressing. All of it was overwhelming."
Her daughter went silent.
"I should have been around to help you out."
Karen shook her head. "No, no, you have your own life, and your own family, sweetie."
"Yet, I should have been around. This Christmas trip together is too little too late. I'm sorry, Mom."
"I promised your dad that when he was gone, I wouldn't spend the rest of my life moping around all by myself. I'm afraid I haven't kept my promise."
"So..." Bethany arched an eyebrow. "Let me nurse you back to happiness. I promise we are going to have the best Christmas ever. You will laugh and have fun. It will be the time of our lives."
"Right," Karen said dryly, some of her tension returning.
"You haven't done a lot of things in ages, Mom. You're going to do them all here. So don't even try to fight it. Trust me, I know what's best for you."
Karen shook her head; a brief smile came to her lips.
At fifty-four, she felt old. Christ, she'd never felt so old in her life, Karen acknowledged unhappily.
"Mom, it's been three years since Daddy died. Are you planning to spend the rest of your life alone?" The way her daughter asked made it clear she thought this would be one of the worst things imaginable.
"Well, I dated a great man here, years ago. We were in love, truly in love."
"Mooom, you never told me about him!"
"Well, our relationship didn't end well. And I was the one at fault. Your grandfather didn't approve of him. He said I had no future with him. He said I deserved better. I broke up with him on Christmas Eve. I know for a fact, I hurt him terribly."
"Aww, Mom!" her daughter exclaimed. "Why didn't you fight for him? You didn't love him?"
Karen let out a long painful sigh. "He was a good, honest man with a huge heart. I loved him deeply. The truth was I wasn't too keen about staying in Middletown. I wanted to see exotic lands and have adventures; you know how much I enjoyed my trips. I met your father on a safari. We clicked, we got married and raised together a lovely, nosy daughter," Karen said, smiling at Bethany.
"You and Daddy were the best parents a daughter could wish for," Bethany said, smiling back at her mother.



"It's just weird, you know? Being in town brought back all those memories," Karen said, with a sigh. "I wonder if Bert still hates me."
Her daughter nodded. "It happened a long time ago, Mom. No one holds a grudge for so long."
"I know it sounds a little crazy, but I can't even explain it. Returning to Middletown felt like something I must do," Karen told her daughter. "Bert was always an unresolved chapter in my life."
"Well, it is a little crazy, but it's also kind of sweet. Are you ready to face The Ghost of Christmas Past?"
Karen twisted her mouth. "No, but let's do it anyway."
CHAPTER 4
Karen finished dinner with her daughter, and they walked out of the restaurant to get a good spot for the Tree Lighting. It was a snowy evening.
Mother and daughter strolled arm in arm to a vacant area by one of the wrought-iron streetlamps. Everything looked glorious. The twinkling lights glittered on every tree and lit up the outline of every store and house.
Parents walked with their children and couples walked holding hands as they made their way toward the town square. A band and chorus from Middletown High sat in the lit-up gazebo playing and singing Christmas carols. The smell of freshly roasted nuts with cinnamon and sugar filled the air.
"A lot of people turned out," Bethany commented, looking at the crowd.
"If by that you mean most of the population, then yes. A benefit of small-town living," Karen said. "And there are a lot of tourists like us, too."
The sparkle was undeniable, the smiles hard to miss, and the cheerful waves and greetings frequent.
Bethany walked up to one of the street-side vendors. "Two hot chocolates and a bag of nuts, please."
"Is nice, isn't it?" Karen asked her daughter.
"It's beautiful, Mom," she said. "I'm so glad we came." She blew at her hot chocolate and took a sip.
"Me too, I love the Christmas Tree Lighting. It has always been one of my favorite town activities."
They walked closer to the forty-foot balsam tree in the center of the square and stared at it. Karen recognized a lot of faces. Theodore, the manager from the general store was speaking with a man, who she guessed was Simon Thompson, an old schoolmate. Through The Middletown Gazette, she knew he was the mayor now.
There was a microphone on a stand in the gazebo near the band and Simon walked up to it, welcomed everyone to the Christmas Tree Lighting, and introduced the mayor.
"Thank you for coming out to Middletown to celebrate the beginning of the Jingle Bell Festival. I'm Mayor Simon Thompson. We have many wonderful events planned for you all. You'll find posters all over town with the full schedule. Make sure to circle the Christmas Snow Dance and visit our museum.
"And now, it's time to kick off the festival. I'm going to need your help. We're going to light up the tree, so let's count down from three, okay? All together!"
"Three! Two! One!" The multitude counted down, and the mayor flipped the switch.
Thousands of multicolored lights lit up the tree and everyone cheered and applauded.
"Santa Claus will join us for a meet and greet," the mayor went on. "Kids can sit on Santa's lap for a photo. The elves will deliver freshly baked cookies to each child. The Middletown High School Chorus and Orchestra will help us keep up the Christmas spirit. Please, give them a round of applause."
The crowd clapped and cheered again.
"There are stands with the most delicious Christmas food and drinks. Enjoy!"
The chorus started singing 'O Christmas Tree' and soon the entire crowd joined in.
"I love this song." Karen rubbed her daughter's shoulder while they sang. A tidal wave of emotion flooded Karen, and she felt her heart swell.
"I remember one year the heat went out on Christmas Eve. So, my dad built a fire, and the entire family — me, my parents, and siblings — slept in sleeping bags next to the fireplace, down by the Christmas tree. I remember I was worried about Santa getting burned coming down the chimney with the fire going, but my parents reassured me his boots and suit were fireproof. I woke up to presents scattered under the tree. I thought it was the most magical night of my life. How they managed to put our presents out without any of us waking up remains a mystery!"
A young woman dressed as an elf approached Karen and Bethany and asked, "Do you want to buy a wish from Santa? They're only a dollar."
Karen investigated her purse and gave her two dollars. "Well, funny enough, a wish from Santa is exactly what I've been looking for."
"Thank you. Merry Christmas."
"Merry Christmas."
When the song ended, Karen looked at her daughter intently. "I love sharing this with you. Thank you for coming with me, Beth."
"I'm so happy. I never thought Christmas could be so wonderful. Come on, I want to take a photo of us with Santa."
"Aren't we a little old to take a photo with Santa?" Karen objected.
"Nonsense, you are never too old to sit on Santa's lap."
CHAPTER 5
"The wig's making my head sweat. Santa's costume is even worse," Bert complained, scratching under his beard. "Besides all the extra warmth from the stuffing, the beard and mustache are hot and itchy."
"You think you have problems? I look ridiculous in this elf costume," Nick grumbled. "My butt is freezing, and these tights leave nothing to the imagination."
"I think you both look adorable," Lizzie said, kissing her husband. Then, lowering her voice, she added, "I want you in tights when we get home tonight."
Nick winked at his wife. "You got it."
"Stop it, you two, before I have you arrested," Bert said with a chuckle, adjusting his fake belly.
Lizzie giggled.
The choir started singing "O Christmas Tree," and Bert sighed.
"What's wrong, Bert?" Lizzie asked.
"'O Christmas Tree' was kind of our Christmas song," he explained. "I wish we'd never found that old photo."
"You're talking about Karen," Lizzie said softly.
Bert gave a short nod. "Yeah, it brought back a lot of memories."
Lizzie listened intently and encouraged him to continue.
"Karen and I had only been on a couple of dates—we hadn't even kissed yet. Anyway, we went to this local ice rink, and I spent the whole time waiting for the right moment. But the longer the night went on, the more nervous I got. It never felt like the right time. Before I knew it, the date was over, and I was driving her home. We pulled up in front of her house, and I just sat there, not knowing what to do. Then, 'O Christmas Tree' came on the radio. It was the moment I'd been waiting for."
"So, you kissed her?" Lizzie asked, completely absorbed in the story.
Bert shook his head. "Never got the chance."
"What?" Nick and Lizzie exclaimed in unison.
Bert gave them a mischievous smile. "Just as the song was ending, Karen leaned in and gave me the most spectacular kiss right on the lips."
"She kissed you? Wow," Nick said, impressed.
"Yep, she was fearless. When she wanted something, nothing got in her way."
"She sounds like an amazing woman," Lizzie said.
"She was. Stubborn as a mule, too. Every time I hear that song, it feels like I'm still sitting in that car. Like she's still right next to me. I can still feel her lips on mine."
Bert let out a long sigh.
"Anyway, let's get this over with. I want to go home and enjoy my solitude."

++0++

"Ho, ho, ho! Merry Christmas! Aren't you a lovely girl? Ho, ho, ho!"
Bert had really embraced the role of Santa, thoroughly enjoying himself as he entertained the kids—and some adults, too. Georgina Eastland, the gym teacher, had plopped down on the sheriff's lap and wiggled her butt with a mischievous grin. Bert had handed her a piece of coal, making everyone laugh even harder.
"You've been a naughty girl, Georgina," Bert teased.
She raised her eyebrows, lowered her voice, and purred, "You have no idea, Santa. But only with my husband."
With a sway, she returned to her husband, who was filming the entire scene, red-faced but smiling broadly.
Two women approached next. The younger one said, "Merry Christmas, Santa! I'm Bethany, and this is my mom, Karen. We'd like to take a photo with you."
Bert's eyes widened when he realized the woman standing in front of him was his old girlfriend. It felt as if the magic of Christmas had granted him an unspoken wish—though his notoriously bad luck had chosen to deliver his former girlfriend as a holiday surprise.
He adjusted his glasses and took a closer look at her. She looked older and a little faded, but still beautiful.
"Aren't you a little big for Santa's lap?" Bert asked, trying to keep Karen from sitting on him.
"You're never too big or too old for Santa!" Bethany insisted with a smile. "My mom's a bit shy, but if you let her sit on your lap, she'll do it, Santa." Bethany gave her mother a playful shove, pushing her onto Bert.
Karen tumbled onto Bert's lap, and he instinctively grabbed her waist. She wiggled as she tried to balance on his knee, and Bert, fighting off an inconvenient erection, tried to push his crotch back.
Nick and Lizzie burst out laughing at Bert's discomfort.
"Take the darn picture already!" Bert growled.
"Careful, Santa," Nick teased. "There are kids around—Santa doesn't swear."
Karen didn't recognize Bert at first, but when she heard his voice and looked into his eyes, a flash of familiarity hit her. She had never forgotten those eyes. They still sparkled with the same warmth after all these years.
"Bert?" she gasped, blinking in surprise.
It was all she could manage as she gazed into the eyes she had once known and loved. A sharp tingle of nervousness crawled up her fingertips.
Bert shivered at the sound of his name, so familiar yet from another lifetime.
"Yes, Karen, it's me," he breathed.
Flash! Flash!
Nick snapped two pictures of them. Blinded by the sudden bright light, Bert let go of Karen, causing her to tumble to the floor.
"This can't be happening," Bert thought.
Karen sat on the floor, stunned, trying to process what had just occurred.
Bethany, Nick, and Lizzie hurried to Karen's side to assist her, but Bert had already offered her a hand and helped her back to her feet.
"I'm so sorry. You caught me off guard. Are you okay?" His blue eyes gleamed with concern.
"I'm fine," Karen joked, her face flushed as red as a tomato. "Luckily, I landed on my butt, so there was plenty of cushion. I'm more embarrassed than hurt."
"Santa's taking a five-minute break, kids!" Lizzie announced, pulling Bert and Karen behind the red velvet curtain to give them some privacy.
"Karen, what are you doing in Middletown?" Bert asked, trying not to sound too harsh.
"Well, Merry Christmas to you too, Bert!" Karen shot back. "Is this how you greet all your old friends?"
"I'm sorry. Merry Christmas, Karen. I didn't mean to be rude—you startled me," Bert said, clasping his hands together and lowering his head.
"I understand, Bert. I'm surprised myself," she replied, smiling at him.
"I'm Bethany, Karen's daughter," the young woman chimed in, extending her hand. "Mom told me so many wonderful things about Christmas in Middletown that I just had to drag her here to experience it myself."
"Pleased to meet you, Bethany," Bert said, shaking her hand. "Merry Christmas."
"Merry Christmas to you too, Sheriff," Bethany said, giving Bert a quick look. "I'll go grab some hot chocolate and leave you two to catch up."
"Did your husband come with you?" Bert asked Karen, glancing around.
"My husband passed away three years ago. Cancer. I'm a widow now," Karen explained.
"Oh... I'm so sorry to hear about your husband."
"Thank you, Bert."
Bert stared at Karen; his mind blank, unsure of what to say. His thoughts scattered as he noticed Karen's hands trembling.
Shaking himself out of it, Bert quickly stepped back and began to remove his Santa hat and wig.
It was time for Karen to see what he looked like now.
He avoided looking directly at her, not wanting to see her reaction as he revealed his short gray hair. Setting the hat on a nearby table, he then carefully removed his wig and fake beard before turning to face her, exposing his weathered face.
Bert braced himself for Karen to look at him with wide-eyed embarrassment.
Instead, she gazed at him with interest. "You're even more handsome now than when we met, Bert," she said with a smile.
He blinked at her words and frowned. "You don't have to lie to me, Karen. I see myself in the mirror every day."
Her soft chuckle followed, and she shook her head. "You're not twenty-four anymore, but that doesn't mean you're not good-looking. You've got a strong face, kind eyes, and a full head of sexy silver hair."
When he frowned even harder, she added, "What? Did you think your age made you unattractive? How many women do you think would turn down Harrison Ford, Pierce Brosnan, or George Clooney?"
His eyes widened at the comparison, and Karen grinned. She removed her own hat and scarf, much to his relief, and placed them neatly on the table beside him.
"Do I look ugly to you?"
He took her in from where he stood, appreciating her profile. Time had aged her to perfection, he decided. "You're still the most beautiful woman I've ever seen, Karen."
"Flattery will get you everywhere," she said, blushing at the compliment.
"So, you finally came back to town," he said.
"I've wanted to come to Middletown ever since my husband passed," Karen replied. "I just couldn't find the strength to do it."
"I'm truly sorry about your husband's death. It hurts a lot when you lose someone you love."
Karen chose to ignore the deeper meaning behind his words and said, "Thank you. Bethany convinced me to spend Christmas here."
Just then, Nick came in, cleared his throat, and pointed toward the queue where a long line of children was waiting. "Look, I don't want to be rude, but there are a lot of kids waiting for Santa..."
Karen nodded. "Of course, of course... I know it's kind of strange, running into each other like this, but maybe we can catch up a bit? I was thinking we could have dinner. What do you think?"
"I have to get back to work, Karen," Bert said, slipping his fake beard and wig back on.
Karen smiled, hiding her disappointment. "My daughter and I are staying at the bed-and-breakfast. It was great seeing you again, Bert," she said, kissing him on the cheek.
"I'll call you," Bert replied in a non-committal tone.
He adjusted the red hat on his head, turned, and walked back to his throne.
CHAPTER 6
Bert got home late that night, and poured himself a balloon of cognac, and sat by the fireplace. He wasn't a man to beat around the bush—he still loved Karen.
All the feelings he had buried deep within his soul had resurfaced when he saw her, and the realization terrified him.
He thought he had moved on long ago, but instead, he found himself wondering more and more what his life would have been like if things had gone differently.
He closed his eyes and let his mind drift back.

++0++

"Are you breaking up with me on Christmas Eve, Karen?" Bert couldn't believe his ears. They were good together—more than good, if you asked him. They had been dating for years, and he was ready to propose. "You've got to be kidding me."
A muscle twitched in her neck. "I'm not doing this to hurt you. I'm doing it for your own good, Bert."
He almost laughed. "Don't use me to justify your actions. You're doing this for yourself, not me. You're afraid to face your father."
Her mouth fell open, genuine surprise flashing across her face. "That's not true."
"It is true," Bert cut her off. "If you cared about me and didn't want to hurt me, you wouldn't be breaking up with me. Period."
Karen's lips thinned into a near-invisible line. "Do you want to know why I'm doing this?"
Bert nodded. "The truth will set you free."
"Because I realized my immediate future is not in Middletown. It breaks my heart because I love you so much, but I want to see the world. I want to visit new and exciting places. You might be happy living here, but I'm not. I need adventure. I need to explore, to travel, to break free from the boring reality of the small town I grew up in. I've rented a place in New York, and I've got a great job lined up there. I'll save money and travel whenever I can."
"Living in a small town has its drawbacks, sure, but people have your back here when you need them. I'm certain you won't find anything like that in the Big Apple."
"How long do you think we'll last if we want different things in life, Bert? I love you—I really do—but I'd hate myself if I stayed here just to be with you, instead of following my dream."
"I thought your dream was us—growing old together, a house, kids... I guess I was wrong again. Every time you speak, it sounds like your father, not you! You've got a great job in New York that pays big bucks?" Bert scoffed. "I bet Daddy had a lot to do with that—getting you as far away from me as possible!"
Karen looked down, saying nothing.
He threw his arms up. "Fine! Go to the big city. Join the rat race. Last time I checked psychiatrists in New York make a fortune prescribing pills and offering the same advice as Oprah and Dr. Phil to people who've gone neurotic living there."
Bert turned his back on her, a lump forming in his throat.
Karen tried to follow him. "I'll call you when I've gotten the wanderlust out of my system. This has nothing to do with us—I love you, Bert." She grabbed his arm, trying to stop him. "Please, Bert, try to understand. I can't stay here. If I do, I'll wither and die."
Bert shook her hand off. "I didn't know imagining a future with me was killing your spirit! We both know once you leave, you're not coming back."
Karen was openly crying now.
"Maybe the real reason is that you don't love me as much as I love you. Please, Karen, just go. Chase your dream. Good luck with your life. And Merry Fucking Christmas!"

++0++

Karen left Middletown the following week, and Bert did his best to wrap his head around what had happened and move on. It wasn't easy—he had been deeply hurt.
Karen never contacted him. He occasionally checked up on her until the day he found out she had met someone new and gotten married. After that, he stopped looking into her life and tried to push her memory to the back of his mind.
Bert never married. One major heartbreak was enough for him. Middletown became his family—the people there became like aunts, uncles, brothers, sisters, and close friends. He watched them grow up or grow old, and he pretty much knew everyone, just as they knew him.
Yet, he never truly forgot Karen. Every Christmas, he couldn't help but think of her and wonder what might have been.
CHAPTER 7
Bethany and Karen arrived late at the bed-and-breakfast. Bethany's spirits were high—she had thoroughly enjoyed the Christmas Lighting and the festival. Karen, on the other hand, was deep in thought. She was still getting out of the car when someone suddenly rushed toward her. Arms wrapped around Karen before she could even see the person's face.
"Karen! Oh, my word, you are a sight for sore eyes!" Molly Harding exclaimed, hugging her tightly. "When my niece told me you were back in town, I couldn't believe it."
"Molly Carter! You're as beautiful as ever," Karen said, taking a good look at her friend.
The two women hugged again.
"Listen to you, you sweet-talking liar! It's Molly Harding now. I finally married John."
"It's about time! It broke my heart how your father kept the two of you apart."



"Well, you knew my father. He always had to control everything. It was his way or the highway, and I chose the highway," Molly said with a chuckle.
"But your love story had a happy ending. You married John."
"Yes, I did. We live on his farm now. Can you believe it? I became a farm girl—and I love it!"
Both women giggled.
"Molly, this is my daughter, Bethany."
Bethany extended her hand, but Molly pulled her into a hug, kissing her cheek. "So nice to meet you, Bethany."
"Nice to meet you too, Molly."
"Your mother and I were such good friends in high school. Oh, Karen, you bring back so many happy memories! So, how long have you been married?"
"I was married for twenty-six years, and I've been a widow for the last three."
"Oh, I'm so sorry for your loss," Molly said, reaching over to take Karen's hands in hers.
"Thank you," Karen replied softly.
"Mom, I'm going to freshen up and head to bed," Bethany said with a yawn. "We've been traveling all day."
"Of course, sweetie," Karen smiled at her. "You must be exhausted."
"I'll let you two catch up. Goodnight, Mom. Goodnight, Molly," Bethany said before walking away.
"Let's go inside. It's chilly out here." Karen linked her arm with Molly's, and they walked into the bed-and-breakfast.
"I'll make some hot chocolate," Molly said once both women were seated in the kitchen. "Did you see Bert?"
"Yes, I did," Karen replied, trying to smile casually. "He made a great Santa. The kids loved him."
"Everybody loves Bert," Molly said, placing a steaming cup and a plate of decorated gingerbread cookies in front of Karen. Sitting down next to her, Molly asked, "You two were very much in love back then."
"Oh, that's ancient history," Karen said, blushing.
Molly ignored her friend's words and insisted, "Did you get a chance to talk with him?"
"Just a little. Bert was busy playing Santa. He was kinder than I expected," Karen admitted. "I'm sure he found love after I left."
"You're wrong," Molly said. "He'll never admit it, but Bert's been holding a candle for you all these years."
Karen's heart skipped a beat.
"That was almost thirty years ago. Are you saying he's put his love life on hold because of me?"
Molly took a sip of her cup and said, "Yeah, pretty much."
It was a guess, but it was a good one.
"Oh, my God! What have I done? No wonder he doesn't want to go out with me."
"Did you ask him out?" Molly asked, her mouth full of cookies.
"I certainly did," Karen replied, taking a cookie and biting into it. "Just to catch up," she quickly added.
"And what did he say?"
"He said maybe. I think he was just being polite. Bert didn't seem all that interested in rekindling any kind of relationship with me."
"What did you expect after the way you left him, girl?" Molly's words had a sharp edge. "Karen, you know I care about you, but you broke up with him out of the blue. He was madly in love with you, and you ripped his heart out and left town."
Karen lowered her head. "I'll regret the way I broke up with Bert until the day I die. He deserved better from me. I was a coward. I waited to tell him until the last moment. I loved him, but I wasn't ready to settle."
Molly nodded slowly. "You did what you thought was best for you, even when you handled it poorly. So, which are your plans now? What are you going to do to make it up to Bert?"
Karen shrugged, showing Molly her palms. "I don't know. I'm not sure I deserve a second chance."
Molly locked eyes with her. "You're an idiot!"
Karen's jaw dropped.
"What? You thought you could just waltz back here after all these years and pick up where you left off?" Molly pressed.
Karen gave a half-nod. "Something like that. I thought, at least, Bet and I could be friends."
"Friends!" Molly snorted. "You're fooling yourself. Be honest."
"Okay, you're right. I thought maybe we could... you know... be together again," she said, looking down with a blushed.
Molly nodded approvingly. "That's better. Bert has been alone long enough. He needs someone who will make him feel loved and cared for. Are you that person, Karen?"
"I'd like to apply for the position," Karen said, a smile spreading across her face.
"Well, let me tell you this: you'll have to do the chasing now, girl. You'll have to woo him. Bert is not going to make the first move."
"Did you just say 'woo', Molly?"
"I sure did."
"Molly, I haven't wooed anyone in over thirty years. I'm no longer a wooer."
"Karen, listen to me. You're a gorgeous woman and naturally charming. You just need a little push."
"Are you playing Cupid, Molly?"
"For you? Hell, yeah," Molly said with a grin. "Especially if Bert's happiness is on the line."
"Okay, I'm in. What do you suggest I do?"
"Not so fast. First, you need to tell me exactly what your intentions are if you get Bert back, because if you hurt him, or disappoint him in any way, I will kill you. Slowly, and with great pleasure," Molly said, squinting her eyes.
Karen let out a nervous laugh, but Molly didn't laugh.
"I'm dead serious. Middletown is Bert's family. If you break his heart again, the whole town will come after you with pitchforks and axes. And I'll be leading the pack."
Karen gulped and nodded.
"Listen, there's something you need to understand about Bert. He's got a sensitive soul—the biggest heart of any man I've ever known. He's been taking care of this town for years. He's a neighbor, a friend, a brother, and even a father figure."
Karen placed her right hand on her heart. "If Bert gives me a second chance, I swear I'll do everything I can to make him the happiest man in town."
A smile returned to Molly's face.
"Your word is good enough for me. Will you move back to Middletown?"
Karen's answer came quickly and easily. "Of course, I will. My traveling days were over years ago."
Molly's smile grew wider. "Good. Then I'll help you. Tomorrow, you'll go to the station and invite him to dinner."
Karen hesitated. "What if he says no?"
Molly shook her head. "He won't."
"How can you be so sure?"
"Because Bert's a gentleman, and, like I said, he still has feelings for you. Deep down, he's probably been waiting for this."
Karen bit her lip, then asked, "And if dinner doesn't go as planned?"
Molly gave a sly smile and shrugged. "We'll move on to Plan B."
Karen raised an eyebrow. "What exactly is Plan B?"
Molly leaned in conspiratorially. "Bert's kryptonite. But, you better stay out of that."
CHAPTER 8
"So, what do you think I should do about Karen, Kid? I mean, I can't help still having feelings for her. We have a lot of history together. When I saw her, it felt like I was thirty years younger."
"But..." Nick prompted.
"But she left me to chase her dream. She traveled the world; she lives in New York. What if she gets bored of small-town life and leaves Middletown again?"
"If you want my honest opinion, Bert, you're welcome to date Karen, just as you're welcome to slam your testicles in a car door," Nick said bluntly. "In both cases, you're just going to get hurt. I wish I could say something more hopeful, but I'm your friend. I'm not going to sugarcoat it."
Bert sighed, deflating before his deputy. "Right. Thanks for being honest, Kid."
"I mean, she left you once. You being a cop wasn't enough for her. She had wanderlust. What's changed now? You're a sheriff, and you love Middletown. She's a widow and free to travel again."
Bert stared at a spot above Nick's shoulder, lost in thought.
"Bert?" Nick waved a hand in front of him.
"Yeah, yeah, Kid, I heard you. I was just thinking."
"I'll drive around and see if some tourist gets stuck in the snow," Nick said, adjusting his hat before heading out into the cold. "There's always some idiot driving a vehicle that isn't equipped for slippery roads."
Bert just nodded and waved him off.
As the sheriff sat in his office, he recalled a quote his sister, Hope, used to say: "Sometimes our hearts just need time to accept what our heads already know."
Bert answered a few emails, checked his calendar for the next week, and tidied his desk. Then he stared out at the garden visible from his office window. The wind was whipping snow around, making it hard to tell how much had actually fallen.
Middletown was his home. He never regretted staying here, dedicating his life to keeping the town safe.
But as he sighed, Bert couldn't shake the thought that he was nearing fifty-four. He had no kids, no wife, and no family, except for his sisters—who were a pain most of the time.
"Good morning, Bert. Mind if I come in?"
He looked up to see Karen standing there, shivering.
"It's a public building," Bert replied with a shrug.
Bert was clearly older than when Karen had left, but now, without the Santa suit, she could really study him. She saw the lines on his face that hadn't been there before, the creases around his eyes, and the deep line between his brows.
With just one blink, Karen could picture Bert thirty years younger. She'd loved that young man since they were kids, long before she even truly understood what love was.
It felt strange being here with him again. He was still the boy she had loved, but he wasn't a boy anymore.
When her gaze drifted back to Bert's face, he was already watching her.
Which meant he had definitely caught her staring.
"Aren't you freezing?" Bert asked, crossing his arms over his chest.
"A little bit." Karen's body trembled from head to toe.
"Come closer to the heater, Karen."
Bert stood and walked over to the coffee pot. "Want a cup?"
"Yes, please."
"Cream and three spoons of sugar?"
Karen smiled. "You remember."
Bert poured two cups and handed one to her. As soon as Karen took the first sip, warmth spread through her chest, and she sighed with relief. "Thank you," she said, lifting her mug in acknowledgment.
Bert gave a slight nod in response.
Karen continued sipping her coffee, wrapping her hands around the mug to soak up all the warmth she could.
"You didn't wait for my call," Bert said at last.
"Were you going to call me?"
He shrugged. "Maybe. I haven't decided yet. Did you write to me like you promised when you left town?"
Karen bit her lower lip, which was still blue from the cold. "I did. I just never sent the letters. I thought a clean break would be better for both of us."
"For both of us or just for you?"
Karen felt the jab. Probably because Bert was right.
"Talking about that, I brought you something I've been keeping all these years," Karen said sheepishly, taking a box out of her pocket and holding it in her hand toward Bert.
He placed the empty cup on the table, looked at the box, looked at her, and back at the box like it was a trap. "What is this, Karen?"
"Please," she begged, placing the box on his desk, and pushing it closer to him. "Just open it."
Bert sighed, unfolding his arms, and took the box. He tore the paper open unceremoniously, ripping the ribbon off and letting it all fall to the ground. Then, he popped the lid on the small, rectangular box.
When it was open, he stilled.
It was a notebook. It was thick and hardback, with a beautiful, matte black-and-white photograph of a rushing river winding between thick forests of trees, and snow-topped mountains stretching up into the overcast sky in the background.
"What is this?"
"A letter. Or letters."
Bert swallowed, touching the cover before his eyes flicked to hers.
"Open it," she whispered. "Please."
He pulled it out of the box slowly, carefully. Then, he balanced the notebook in his hands and opened it to the first entry.
Karen watched Bert's eyes scan the page, left to right over each sentence until he turned the page to the next one. He frowned more and more as he read.
"It's a journal," she explained, placing her cup on the desk. "Or a love letter. Maybe a cross between the two.
She folded her hands together in front of her to keep herself from fidgeting. "I picked it up at the airport the day I left Middletown. And I wrote in it every week since I left." She swallowed. "I wrote it to you. For you."
Bert's eyes bounced over the pages as he turned them, and then they found hers, confusion written within the green depths.
Every entry started with 'My Dearest Bert.'
"I wrote to you about my travels, about the places I saw, the people I met. I shared the worst of weeks and the best of ones, too. I tried to explain the way I'd felt when I walked the streets of London, and the color of the sky as the sun set over Tuscany. I tried to imagine what you would have thought or felt if you were there with me. I tried to write you into the story," Karen explained.
Bert turned another page, fingers tracing over the yellow paper.
"I may not have written to you, but I never stopped thinking of you," Karen said softly. "I always wished you were with me, and all along, I knew that something was missing."
Bert swallowed, nose flaring as he flipped another page.
"Then, I met my husband, and I stopped writing. It didn't feel right."
The sheriff nodded, with his eyes still on the notebook.
"You'll always have a special place in my heart. You were my first love."
Karen's throat was tight as she looked up at him, the man she once knew better than she knew herself.
How had they lost a love that was so true?
And who were they now, on the other side of that loss?
"I haven't asked a man out in thirty years, so I'm a little out of practice. Bert Thomas, would you like to go to dinner with me? I'll understand if you don't."
Bert's eyes found hers, and there was something there that she couldn't quite decipher — a longing, or perhaps, a deep pain disguised as longing. She couldn't put a name to it.
"What if I say no?"
"Then I'll ask you again tomorrow, and the day after tomorrow."
"Are you going to keep coming until I say yes?" Bert asked.
A small smile curved Karen's lip. "Pretty much."
"I suppose the least I can do is give you a chance to say what you have to say. Meet me tonight at The Jammed at six-thirty. I'll book a table for us."
She came closer and kissed his cheek. "Thank you."

++0++

"Maybe the flowers are too much," Bert said, looking at the bouquet.
"You said lilies were her favorite, right?" Lizzie said, adjusting Bert's tie.
"You don't think it seems too desperate?"
"There is a difference between desperate and romantic."
"What's that?"
"You haven't seen her in a lot of years, but you still remember her favorite flower. That, Bert, is romantic," Lizzie explained.
"Somebody's looking sharp tonight," Nick said, letting out a wolf whistle.
"I was just trying to... You don't think it's too much, Kid, do you?"
Nick grinned. "Wait a minute, Bert, are you nervous?"
"What? That's ridiculous, Kid."
"Let me smell you."
"No."
"Mm-hm. Cologne. Just what I thought. Wow. You must really like this one."
"I was hoping to make a good impression."
"You will," Lizzie assured Bert.
"Come on, you are Bert Thomas, Middletown's sheriff. You are practically a legend around here."
"Yeah, some legend."
"Trust me. You have nothing to worry about," Lizzie reassured Bert and warned her husband with a stern look to keep his mouth shut. "How are you feeling?"
"Nauseous."
"I think he's just a little excited," Lizzie said to her husband.
"Thank you so much for doing this," Bert smiled at them.
"It's no problem. Besides, what kind of deputy would I be if I didn't support a valiant pursuit of love? Now go ahead. You don't want to keep your date waiting."
"You're enjoying this, Kid, right?"
"That's a big ten-four, chief."
CHAPTER 9
The wooden doors of The Jammed groaned open to the chilly December wind, scattering snowflakes across Bert's path. He walked in, greeted by the rich scent of roasting garlic and simmering herbs, a cozy contrast to the cold outside.
The sheriff's eyes scanned the interior, searching for Karen. She was, sitting in a corner booth, bathed in the warm glow of a vintage hurricane lamp. Even from across the room, Bert could see the way the light danced in her amber eyes, turning them molten gold. Her hair, usually tamed in a sleek bun, cascaded down her shoulders in fiery waves, catching the light like spun copper. She wore a dress the color of deep red, hugging her curves in a way that made his breath hitch. A single pearl necklace, nestled in the hollow of her throat.
As he made his way towards her, Bert couldn't help but feel a nervous flutter in his stomach. Karen was breathtaking, even more so tonight.
He reached the table, his heart hammering against his ribs. Her smile, when she looked up, was like a ray of sunshine on a cloudy day.
"Hi, Bert," she said in a husky whisper. "You look dashing."
He chuckled. "Hello, Karen. Thank you, you look gorgeous, too, but no surprise there." He handed her the bouquet, and said, "These are for you."
"Thank you so much. You remembered I love lilies," she leaned down to smell them. "Maybe they're not as elegant as roses, but they last. Always been my favorite."
"They're loyal."
Karen pressed her lips together and gave Bert a small nod.
"I don't know who's more nervous, you or me."
"It's definitely me," Bert said. "Let's order our dinner."
During dinner, Bert made small talk, asking Karen about her trips.
He asked Karen questions about the places she had visited, and Karen told him in detail about some of her adventures.
"I read your notebook. Well, most of it. It was a fascinating read. You traveled a lot. I'm glad you got to fulfill your dream."
"Thank you, Bert. That's very kind of you. Would you like to see some pictures?"
Karen didn't wait for an answer, she grabbed her phone, and moved next to Bert, showing him the first one.
Karen put on her reading glasses and Bert did the same. "This was in Tuscany. I stayed on this gorgeous farm with a lovely family. They let me stay for free as long as I worked."
"It's beautiful," he said, as she swiped through the pictures, showing the Tuscan hills and cypress trees.
"Do you want to see more?"
Bert's eyes found hers, and he nodded just once.
Karen showed him pictures of castles and reefs, of skyscrapers and beaches, of hidden hiking trails and bustling bars.
And with each new story she told, she asked him for one of his own.
Karen wanted to know how Bert spent his free time, to which he answered with a multitude of things that surprised her. He'd fallen in love with reading mystery books, trekking, and fishing, and he'd even picked up skiing, though he said he was still figuring it out. He had a huge collection of vinyl records. Mainly jazz.
He told her about their friends' lives, and he filled her in on how everyone around town was doing, the drama, and the gossip.
Bert told her about Molly's father death, and how it changed Middletown for the better; and how Marcus Carter stopped being a hermit thanks to a veteran with PTSD.
He told her how Molly and John Harding reconnected and got married.
"John Harding's son, Red, got married to Katherine Davies. Red and his business partner, the renowned chef Tony Marino, own this restaurant."
"Oh, wow! So many changes! The place is packed. How did you get a table?"
"Red always saves some tables for the locals. He never forgets how people in town supported him when he started the business."
"I've listened to people talking about you. Everyone loves you."
Bert shrugged, resting importance on her words. "Small towns are like families. We all know each other. We all take care of each other. I'm sure you remember how it was."
"I do. I'm really loving my visit here," Karen said. "All these memories keep flooding back."



"Like?"
"I keep picturing this cute, little bakery. It had a hand-painted psychedelic mural on one of the walls, and they made the best croissants ever!"
"Flour Power Bakery," Bert said, with a grin. "Yeah, it's still here... and the mural."
"No way! In the city, the main street looks different each year. And the staff. You're anonymous—"
"Here it feels like everywhere is home."
"I miss that," Karen said sadly. "I'm still a small-town girl, even if I've been living in the city. I never forgot Middletown... or you," Karen said, in a whisper.
Karen's words brought a shaky smile to Bert's face.
Then, he surprised her by asking, "Tell me about your husband."
"Really?"
Bert nodded.
"I met him on one of my travels. He was well off."
"Of course, he was," Bert couldn't hide the sarcasm in his voice. "I bet he didn't have any problem getting your father's permission to get married."
"It wasn't the money that attracted me to him, if that's what you meant. I was never a gold-digger."
"You're right. That was a cheap shot. I apologize."
"To make a long story short, we clicked, fell in love, and got married. He was a good man—you would have liked him."
Bert made a noncommittal gesture.
"We stopped traveling when I got pregnant. We had two children, a girl and a boy. You've met Bethany. She grew into a wonderful young woman. My son got married and now lives in England."
Bert nodded. "Your daughter looks like you."
"Oh, she's even prettier. But, of course, I'm biased."
Bert smiled at Karen.
"My husband and I traveled a bit more once the kids left for college, but then he got cancer. We fought it for a few years, but he lost the battle three years ago." Karen let out a long, painful sigh.
"I'm sorry to hear that. It must have been a tough time for you." Bert placed his large hand on Karen's and gave it a gentle squeeze.
"It was. My daughter stayed with me and helped me through it. She's the one who convinced me to come back to Middletown for Christmas. Her family will join us on Christmas Eve." Karen wet her lips before continuing, "I know it's been a long time, but I never had the chance to apologize for what I did to you. I owe you that, at least. I was such a coward. I should have been honest about how I felt."
"As you said, it was a long time ago. Speaking of the past, I found a photo of us while looking for my Santa suit."
Karen took the photo from Bert's hand and studied it for a long moment.
"Oh, my God! Look at us! We were so young! Life seemed simpler back then. We had so much fun just being together. Do you remember how many moonlit walks we used to take by the lake?"
"I do. I was just happy to have you with me."
When Karen blinked, a memory flashed of Bert throwing his arm around her after a baseball game—sweaty and smelly, yet she leaned into him anyway.
She blinked again, and they were laughing as they strolled by the lake.
Another blink, and he was holding her, kissing her.
Every blink brought a new memory. They had been so in love.
They talked for hours, reminiscing about happier, simpler times, whispering about intimate moments, and how their friendship blossomed into love. Snow fell gently outside, but in their little booth, they had created a warm, private world.
"Thank you, Bert. Dinner was lovely. This new restaurant is something special. It seems Middletown has changed for the better."
"A lot of people chose to stay instead of leaving, making our hometown better. Every time I see crime statistics from big cities, I know I made the right decision staying here."
"I can't argue with that." Karen stood up, glancing at her watch. "This has been fun, Bert. Thank you."
"It certainly has."
Soft music played in the background, and the dance floor was almost empty.
"What do you say? One dance, for old times' sake?" Karen asked.
A flicker of surprise crossed Bert's eyes, followed by a slow smile. "Just one," he agreed.
He stood up and extended his hand. Karen placed hers in his, the touch sending a jolt of electricity through them both.
Their bodies moved in harmony, every brush of shoulders, every lingering touch, carrying the weight of shared memories—secrets known only to them.
"There's something I've been meaning to ask you, Karen."
"What's that?"
"Did you leave because you were scared of being my wife?"
Karen opened her mouth to respond, but Bert raised a finger to stop her.
"I remember the reasons you gave me back then. But was that the real reason? I thought I was going to spend my life with you. And then, out of nowhere, you broke up with me and left town. I always suspected there was more to it."
Karen nodded slowly. "There was more, even if I didn't realize it at the time. I knew you were going to propose, and I got scared."
Bert opened his mouth to speak, but she beat him to it.
"No, Bert, I wasn't scared of a future with you. I was scared in general. I wasn't ready for commitment. When my father refused you his blessing, part of me was relieved. It gave me the push to tell you how I really felt. It was as simple—and as complicated—as that.
"Some of my friends were coming home from college or from traveling the world. I saw their photos in exotic places, eating amazing food, and seeing amazing sights, and I knew that's what I wanted.
"I realized then that there was only so much life you could live in a small town. I can't explain the thirst that grew in me. I didn't just want to leave—I had to leave, like I needed to breathe. I no longer imagined the house and kids—not anytime soon. Instead, I pictured myself drinking wine in Italy, snorkeling off Australia's coast, soaking in Iceland's hot springs, and hiking mountains in Oregon. I was young, and I didn't talk to you about what I wanted until it was too late."
"I couldn't have followed you, Karen. I had a job. But I could have taken vacations."
"For a couple of weeks, Bert. But you were happy in Middletown. I wasn't. I wasn't ready to be a wife and mother."
"Did you stay away all these years because of me?"
She nodded. "I figured I'd already hurt you enough."
"Karen—"
"Shh." She placed a finger on his lips, her eyes locking onto his. "Leaving you, Bert, was the hardest thing I've ever done. It had nothing to do with my feelings for you.
"Once my husband and I settled in New York, I focused on being a wife and a mother."
Bert frowned at her last words, meeting her gaze. Karen swallowed.
"Bert, you read my journal. You were always on my mind. It was hard sometimes, being alone, traveling alone. When I'd hike to a stunning viewpoint, talk to someone from a different culture—despite the language barrier—or taste a new food or hear a new kind of music... all I could think was, 'I wish Bert were here with me.'"
Her eyes met Bert's, and he gave her a quiet smile.
With a final whisper, the music faded, but they didn't move. Their eyes remained locked, their hearts beating in unison. Karen thought Bert was going to kiss her, but as suddenly as it began, the moment broke. Bert stepped back and led her to their table.
"Bert, I can't help but wonder—what if? What if I'd stayed?"
"As you said, we wanted different things. We would have ended up resenting each other. You were right about that."
"I'm not that young foolish woman anymore. I'm older, hopefully wiser. I wonder if we could have a second chance—"
Bert shook his head. "I'm sorry, Karen. I don't like being second best. Besides, you're obviously doing well, and I'm still the town sheriff. Middletown's as quiet as ever. How long do you think you'd last before missing city life?"
Karen could see how hard this was for Bert, but he needed to let it out after so many years.
"Bert, that's not fair—"
"You know what's not fair? Finding yourself alone after loving someone with everything you have. That first year was hell. I was depressed, but I had to push it aside—my job doesn't allow distractions. It was the people of Middletown who pulled me out. One day, someone brought me an apple pie and sat with me. The next day, it was a casserole. Another day, a group of men dragged me to a poker game. The pastor invited me to church. Every day, little gestures reminded me I wasn't alone. Day by day, they took away the hurt and made me whole again."
When Bert finished, Karen had tears streaming down her cheeks. "The girl that left you was a very different person from the woman I am now. I've grown up. You have, too."
"You're right. We're not the people in that old photo anymore. I'll always think of you as the girl I loved more than anyone else."
Karen wiped her tears with a tissue. "The past tense is duly noted, Bert. Let's not argue. I realize you're still hurt. For what it's worth, I'm truly, deeply sorry."
She stood and hurried out of the restaurant.
CHAPTER 10
"Bert Mitchell Thomas, you're as thin as a rail. I'm sure you're not eating well," Bert's sister, Hope, said as she placed a freshly baked apple pie on the sheriff's desk.
"You need to take care of yourself, Bertie," his other sister, Faith, added in a softer voice. "I always say you work too hard."
Bert's twin sisters, Hope and Faith, had raised him, and he knew their pies held as much love as any hug. Everyone in town called them 'the Twins,' as if they were a single entity, which, in a way, they were.
When Bert's mother got pregnant, she was over forty. His parents had already raised the Twins, who were in college, and they weren't expecting a new baby.
Sadly, Bert's mother died giving birth to him. His father couldn't live without the love of his life and passed away seven months later. So, the Twins raised Bert.
They had both been married, but they'd outlived their husbands and moved back into their parents' house together.
"Now's not really the best time, girls."
Bert sat there while Faith fussed over him as if he were ten years old.
"If we wait for the best time, we'd be waiting until you retire, baby brother," Faith said.
Her words were harsh but true.
"Fair enough. To what do I owe the pleasure of your presence?"
"We haven't seen him since yesterday," Faith told Bert. "Hope is worried. You need to find him."
"Find who?" Bert looked up at his sister.
"Roger, The Third, of course. He's missing again," Hope replied as if the answer were obvious.
Bert shook his head, laughing in disbelief.
"Hope, you need to stop naming your dogs after your late husband and dressing the poor creatures in human clothes. I have more important things to do than looking for your stray dog. If Roger is like your late husband, you should check the bar."
Roger was Hope's Chihuahua, who spent most of his time running around the Twins' front yard on a leash attached to a clothesline, an activity they referred to as "exercising."
"I'm afraid my poor little Roger might be injured. He might have passed over." Hope whispered the last two words as if God Himself might be listening, and she was afraid to give Him any ideas.
"What happened?" Bert asked.
"I'll tell you what happened," Hope began. "Faith tried to kill poor Roger, and he ran away."
"I did not try to kill him," Faith scolded her sister. "Don't tell tales, Hope Mary. It was an accident!"
"Faith, with the Lord as my witness, if Roger the Third is dead—"
"What happened?" Bert asked again, resting his chin on his hand.
"Faith tried to beat poor Roger to death with a broom."
Bert raised an eyebrow.
"That's not true, Hope. I told you, I wasn't wearing my spectacles, and he looked just like a big rat running through the kitchen. I thought Roger was tied outside," Faith said, taking her glasses out of her coat pocket.
Bert did his best not to laugh and said, "Well, if that dog is a reincarnation of the original Roger, he should be used to someone beating him with a broom."
"That's not a nice thing to say, Bertie. It happened just once. Roger was drunk and tried to attack me," Hope corrected her younger brother.
"He tried to kiss you, if memory serves me right," Bert commented, doing his best to hide a smile.
"It was late at night, and he smelled like a brewery. How was I supposed to know he was my husband?"
"Who else would enter your bedroom?" Faith scolded her sister.
It was like watching a comic routine. And it could last for hours.
"Girls! What are you really doing here?" Bert asked, raising his voice.
"We're worried about you, Bertie," Faith said, looking into her brother's eyes. "How are you feeling?"
"I'm okay. I'm just tired, that's all," he said, looking away. "Christmas is a busy time for me."
Hope glanced at the mess on the sheriff's desk. "You look lower than a catfish at the bottom of the river."
"Maybe it's time to admit you're feeling low because of that nice woman you've been spending some time with," Faith added.
She leaned forward and brushed Bert's hair out of his eyes.
"I know, I know. The eyes are the window to the soul, and I need a haircut."
Hope grabbed his chin as if she could lift him by it. "You're not all right, baby brother."
"I'm not?" he said, raising an eyebrow.
"You're not," Faith confirmed.
Bert just shrugged. "That's what happens when the past comes to haunt us."
"You need to get away for a while, put some distance between you and your... past," Hope spoke softly. "Take a short vacation."
"On Christmas? I can't. Christmas is a busy time in Middletown."
"Nothing the Kid can't handle," Faith interrupted. "It's time you let your deputy step up. Tell you what, Bertie; why don't you go to Grandpa´s cabin for the weekend? I bet you'll feel better when you return."
Bert thought it was not a bad idea to be away from Karen for a few days. It was three days before Christmas, and Faith was right, Nick could handle any emergency.
"Being up there at the cottage sounds like a good idea," he finally admitted.
The Twins looked at each other and smiled satisfied. Hope grabbed Bert's arm pulling him out of his chair. "We'll drive you home and help you to pack your stuff."
"I can do my own packing, girls."
"Okay, we don't want to push you, but if you're not on the road by noon, we'll go to your place and check how everything's there," Faith said, wiggling a gloved finger in front of him. "I bet your house needs a good old-fashioned cleaning."
Bert sighed in surrender. He took his hat and walked with the Twins to the door. "Okay, okay, you won. I'm leaving now."
The Twins watched Bert get into his car and drive away.
Once they were alone, Hope looked at her twin, raised an eyebrow, and said, "I hope you know what you're doing, Faith."
"Why do you ask that?"
"Because my hip is hurting. You know what happens when my bones hurt," Hope said, with a grin.
"I do know. But the weather forecast does not call for a snowstorm," she said, with a wicked smile.
"My joints never failed me yet. A big, bad snowstorm is coming," Faith said, matter-of-factly.
"And you sent Bert up there?"
"Yeah." Faith looked self-satisfied, like the proverbial cat that ate the canary. "Let me explain to you what I have in mind."

++0++

As soon as Bert left Middletown, the Twins drove their 1964 Cadillac to the bed-and-breakfast. They bumped into each other, trying to push their way into the house.
"How are you doing today, Laura?" Faith greeted the manager.
"I'm doing fine, ladies. What can I do for you?"
"We came to talk with one of your guests," Hope said, trying to catch her breath.
"What guest would that be?" Laura asked with a smile, even when she knew exactly who the Twins were looking for.
"Laura Elizabeth Lane-Wittmore, don't play dumb with us. You know exactly who we are talking about," Faith said, squinting hard. "Now, stop wasting our time and go and fetch Karen."
"We are going to have a few choice words with her," added Hope.
"Yes, ma'ams," said Laura, picking up the phone. "I'm calling her right now."
A couple of minutes later, Karen walked down the stairs and looked at the Twins. She remembered them well, and she knew how protective they could be with their younger brother.
"Hope... Faith... how good to see you again," Karen greeted the Twins with a smile.
"Faith, dear, look who graced our humble town with her magnificent presence," Hope said to her twin.
"None other than our favorite globetrotter and Bert's— well, let's call it 'unfinished chapter'," Faith replied.
Karen gulped. "You two haven't aged a day," she said, trying to mellow the Twins.
"Can't say the same for you, though, the lines from those exotic adventures look rather becoming," Hope replied.
"Speaking of adventures, what are you going to do about Bert?" Faith asked, poking a finger on Karen's chest.
"Wha-what do you mean?"
"Don't play dumb with us, girl. You are in for a world of trouble," Hope warned Karen, waving a finger at her.
"Our boy ran out of town. He went up north to Grandpa's cabin. We know you are responsible for Bert's sudden departure," Hope informed Karen.
Karen remembered the old cabin. They had driven up there several times to share some intimate moments.
"We know Bert is still carrying a torch for a certain free-spirited firecracker who vanished one Christmas without a word."
Karen looked down. "I— I had dreams, back then. Dreams that didn't include settling down in a small town."
"And now? The world's tamed you, hasn't it, Karen Morris? A widowed, empty nester, back on solid ground. I bet the Big Apple feels too big and lonely—" Faith asked, looking straight into Karen's eyes.
"Maybe your new dreams involve sunset patrols with a handsome sheriff, sharing dusty secrets under starry skies, and a heart that beats as true as any compass needle," Hope added, raising an eyebrow.
Karen let out a small laugh. "You two never did mince words, did you?"
"Never, when it comes to Bertie's happiness, Karen. There's wistfulness in our brother's eyes, a silent yearning that only you can fill," Hope said, in a softer voice.
Karen sighed in defeat.
"I don't know what to do. I tried to rekindle our friendship. But he said I had hurt him, and that he didn't want to be second best." Karen lowered her voice. "He said that he doesn't love me anymore."
Hope leaned forward and whispered in Karen's ear. "He still hangs up that Christmas ornament you made back in high school, the one shaped like a runaway star. Weathered as heck, but he won't let anyone touch it."
Karen's gaze softened. It was a clumsy star she'd crafted with glitter and glue. A lump formed in her throat.
"He used to call me his wildflower, rooted in freedom but drawn to him like the sun."
Hope stepped closer, placing a hand on Karen's shoulder. "Bert's heart is a field waiting for its wildflower to bloom again. Give him a chance, give yourself a chance. Maybe this time, love won't be a runaway star, but a constellation you build together."
Karen considered the Twins' words. Was she brave enough to see if the flames of their love still flickered beneath the ashes of time?
Taking a deep breath, she met the Twins' gaze with newfound determination.
"All right, girls. You win. I'll fight for Bert's love. I'll need directions from Middletown to the cabin."
"It's not hard to find. Do you remember how to get to Panoramic Point?" Faith asked, looking at Karen.
She nodded.
"It's simple from there. I'll write down the directions and draw a map." Faith clapped her hands and called, "Laura, dear, I need a piece of paper and a pen. Quickly!"
Laura handed her the items, and Faith jotted down the directions along with a rough map. "The address is 57 Mountain Road but trust these directions more than that GPS gadget."
"You better hurry if you want to catch him before it gets dark," Hope said, looking at her watch.



Karen went up to her room and came down a few minutes later, carrying a bag. She handed Laura a note she had written to her daughter, explaining the situation.
"Thank you. Thank you so much. I appreciate the kick in the pants," Karen said, hugging the Twins. Tears of joy leaked from her eyes.
She got out, got into the car, and drove away faster than a bullet.
Hope and Faith erupted into crackled laughter as they watched Karen drive off toward the cabin. Their plan was unfolding perfectly. Bert and Karen, each unaware the other would be there, were on their way to the same secluded spot in the mountains. With a blizzard on the horizon, they'd be snowed in together before long. A little forced time alone might just bring old feelings back to the surface.
CHAPTER 11
Bert shivered, which was unusual. He had dozed off reading a mystery book before having any dinner, and now his stomach was growling.
"The heat must have gone off," he realized.
He was in the main room, a combination living room and open kitchen-dining area. The left side was a carpeted living room space with a sofa, two chairs, and a fireplace, while on the right side was a tiled kitchen and dining area.
Bert's eyes automatically went to the wall thermostat, but he paused when he saw its blank face. His gaze then shifted to the DVD player on the television, but it, too, was dark. By now, Bert was pretty sure what was wrong, but he couldn't resist flicking the light switch in the hallway, just to be certain. Unsurprisingly, nothing happened. It wasn't just the heat that was out—it was the power itself.
"Great," he muttered, annoyed, and hurried to the bedroom. The cabin was cold and likely to get colder until the power was restored, which meant he was wasting precious body heat standing around barefoot in his flannels. He needed to get dressed quickly, pull on his outerwear, and find somewhere warm where he could call Nick and find out whom to contact about the power.
His suitcase sat on a chair in the corner of the bedroom. Bert opened it, grabbed the thickest pair of socks he'd packed, and then took a second pair for good measure. He started to turn away, intending to sit on the bed to pull them on, but paused as his gaze drifted to the window.
Outside, the blizzard was in full force, filling the air with an icy wind that howled through the trees and blanketed everything in swirling, blinding snow. The cottage windows rattled, and snowflakes the size of quarters whipped against the glass, coating it in frost and blurring the world beyond. Bert could barely see past the few trees close to the house, now half-buried in snowdrifts.
"Damn," he muttered, and turned back to the task at hand, mentally revising what needed to be done.
Unfortunately, the power must have cut off shortly after he'd plugged in his phone, because the battery was now lower than it had been before. The battery warning was all he could see before it shut down completely.
He pulled on his thick thermal long-sleeve shirt, then layered an old flannel over it. Next, he grabbed his heaviest winter coat, worn from years of use but as dependable as ever. Bert wrapped a woolen scarf around his neck and tugged on a fur-lined hat, pulling it snugly over his ears. Thick, waterproof gloves followed, and he stomped his feet into a sturdy pair of leather boots.
Steeling himself, Bert opened the door, and an immediate gust of wind sent snowflakes biting into his face. He fetched some firewood from the shed, hurried back inside, and started a fire in the fireplace.
"Some coffee would go nicely with that fire," he thought, glancing toward the front door and wondering about the cause of the power outage. Never one to sit around and wait for rescue, he decided to investigate outside.
The moment he stepped off the deck, he sank knee-deep into the snow. Bert trudged through the heavy, powdery snow toward the driveway. He'd just take a look and see what the situation was.
By the time he reached the end of the snow-covered drive, he was sweaty and panting, his knees protesting the effort—a reminder that they wouldn't have complained like this twenty years ago. "Getting older sucks," he muttered grimly, surveying the road.
One look told him the power wouldn't be back on anytime soon. The heavy snowfall had been too much for a couple of the older trees, and he saw the downed lines that one of them had taken out. This wasn't going to be a quick fix.
Then he spotted a car coming up the road—an odd sight considering the blizzard and the fact that it wasn't exactly a vehicle built for winter storms.

++0++

The front left tire of Karen's car hit a pothole buried under the snow, sending her skidding across the ice. It was getting late, the last of the sun was fading, temperatures dropping, and all of that combined with the fresh snow left a slick sheet of ice on that shady part of the road that she just didn't see.             
Karen gripped the wheel as best she could, holding it steady, trying to slow down without braking too hard, but the car wouldn't comply with her will. She cursed herself for not thinking of getting an SUV, or at least a car with snow tires, but she left Middletown in a hurry and hadn't expected a storm. She was still thinking of what she could've, would've, should've done when the wheels started to slide toward the left side of the road. She knew even when she did it that she involuntarily cranked the wheel too much, but it was too late to correct her mistake.
The car whipped around, sliding in reverse off the edge of the road and into the snowy ditch.
It stopped with a quiet thunk of metal against the snow. Karen started gassing it.
"Come on, come on," she prayed under her breath, as the wheels spun under her. Snow and mud went flying in her sideview mirror, the front wheels trying to find traction but coming up short. Every time it would move a little, hope would surge in my chest, but just as quickly I'd slide backward.
"Why God?" she yelled in frustration, looking up.
She let off the gas, dropping her head back to the headrest and forcing as much of a calming breath as she could at that moment.
The snow was coming down even harder by then, the wind picking up, and she knew she needed to get out of the car and find some traction for these wheels — fast — or she'd be in trouble.
She checked the signal on her phone, knowing before she looked that there'd be no service. There never was on most of the roads out past Panoramic Point.
She shrugged on her coat, put on her gloves, and pulled her thick, knitted beanie over her ears. Then, with one final breath, and a silent 'you can do this', she shoved the driver-side door open.
Her breath was stolen instantly.
It didn't matter how thick her coat, hat, or gloves were. It didn't matter that she'd had the heat blasting inside the car. It didn't matter that she'd at least been smart enough to put on her good, warm boots before leaving Middletown. No amount of clothing could have prepared her for that icy wind.
She was already shivering when she rounded the back of the car to assess the damage, and when she saw the snow already piling up around the tires, her stomach sank.
This was not good.
She used the flashlight on the back of her phone, looking at the ditch and the woods behind it. Surely, there would be some piece of scrap wood she could use for traction. She headed in that direction, squinting against the fluffy white flakes falling from the sky. One step and her boots were covered in snow. A second step and the snow hit her calf.
There was no option but to just go through the ditch, but she knew it wasn't safe to be outside in this weather for too long.
"This just isn't my day," Karen muttered to herself as she turned to glance toward the road.
She steeled a breath, preparing herself, to be waist-deep in the snow, but before she could take another step, a loud, deep voice called from behind her.
"Hey! Are you all right?!"
The voice was muffled by the wind, and she turned, hopeful, knowing whoever it was could help her.
She waved her hands in the air. "I—I need help! My car's stuck!"
Her savior was just a shadow in the dusk as he approached her, a big bundle of fabric behind the bright glare of his flashlight. She climbed her way back to the side of the road, turning off her own flashlight. It wasn't doing much anyway.
There was no other car or truck around, so she assumed the man had joined her from the nearby cabin.
Karen was already shivering when the man reached her. "Guess these rental cars aren't made for driving in the snow, huh?" she joked, in a shaky voice.
"Only a silly city dweller like you think you can drive a car like this through a snowstorm, Karen," a familiar voice scolded her.
She gasped at the sound of her name in that gruff voice.
Her savior was Bert.
"What are you doing driving in a blizzard?"
"The Twins convinced me I should come here and try to persuade you to give us a second chance. I'm here to fight for us." She was shivering from the cold or the anxiety she felt because of the situation she found herself in.
"The Twins, huh?" Bert should have imagined that this whole situation had his sisters' fingerprints all over it. "Let's hurry inside before you freeze to death."
CHAPTER 12
By the time they made it to the front door, every part of Karen's body was just about frozen.
She happily followed him inside when he shoved the door open, every molecule of her body rejoicing at the rush of warm air that greeted her.
"Thank you for helping me out, Bert."
"It comes with the job," he said. Then, in a softer voice, he added, "You're welcome."
Karen took out her phone and looked at the screen.
"Don't bother. There is no signal up here. There is no power either. There is a blizzard going on outside and we can't drive anywhere. That is the reality of the situation."
The wind howled outside, the wood cabin creaking against the pressure as if to hammer home the point Bert had just made.
"So, you're telling me that we are stuck here?"
"Pretty much. Just as my sisters planned it," he said, under his breath.
"Well, if that's the case, I'll make sure to buy them some flowers when we get back to Middleton," Karen said, still shivering.
"Try chocolates best."
A frown crested Bert's lips as she removed one boot and started on the other. They were covered with snow and couldn't be worn in the cottage, of course. It was why he'd removed his own on entering. But he still wore his coat, scarf, hat, and gloves.
While the cabin was still as cold, the floor was like a slab of ice, and he could see her socks were everyday type, not meant for cold weather or icy cottages.
"Here," he slid his feet out of his slippers and pushed them toward her. "They'll be too big but will keep you warm at least."
She glanced up with surprise. "What about you?"
"I have two pairs of thermal socks on. I'll be fine," he muttered.
"Thank you for saving my life," Karen said.
Bert blinked at those husky words. Then, Karen turned her body to face him and moved closer with slightly parted lips. He didn't doubt it for a minute, what she had on mind.
His thoughts scattered, as Karen's pink little tongue slid out to run over her lips, wetting them. He realized that he was swaying toward her in response like a moth drawn to a flame. Karen planted a big kiss on his lips.
Bert was hit by a rushing river of conflicted emotions. Giving his head a shake, Bert quickly stepped back and removed his hat and his jacket.
Karen smiled and announced, "You're still a great kisser, Bert Thomas."
He blinked at the words. "You, too, Karen Morris."
"We used to drive up here to make love anytime we could," she reminisced.
"We used to do that, but we are not those kids anymore, Karen."
"True, we both are older and, hopefully, wiser."
Bert moved to the fire and threw on another log, then took a minute to push the logs around until the fire was full strength. Satisfied by the heat pouring off of it, he glanced around the room and found Karen rubbing her hands together in front of the fireplace.
"Since we are both stuck here, why don't we sit by the fire and drink some hot soup?"
"I love the sound of that," she approved, sitting on the couch.
Bert disappeared into the kitchen area and came back a few minutes later, carrying two cups of chicken soup.
She smiled up at him, and said, "Thank you, it smells lovely."
Karen had removed her jacket, and her scarf, as well as the bottoms of her ski suit, he noted as his gaze landed on her. She was now wearing a baby-blue sweater and a pair of what almost looked like leotards. The pants were thin and molded to her skin. She may as well have been nude, but as tightly as the cloth hugged her, there wasn't a panty line to be seen. Damn, she had the shapeliest ass and legs he'd seen in a long time.
They drank in silence, lost in their own thoughts.
Bert suspected the road that led to the cabin wasn't likely to be a high-priority street. It would probably be one of the last ones tended to. This meant it would probably be two days before the road crew would make it up there to clear the road and see the downed power lines. They could be stuck there for days without power. Luckily, the cabin was equipped with a gas stove and the big walk-in pantry was well provided. That meant chicken soup, or tomato soup for the next few days, he thought with a grimace.
The room was noticeably warmer when they finished their soup.
The wind whistled, and the wood cabin creaked against the weight of it, and perhaps the snow, too. It was so dark then that they couldn't see anything out the window Karen stared out of, anyway, absentmindedly lying on the couch.
"Do you hate me, Bert?" she asked him, out of the blue.
Bert took some time to collect his thoughts.
"No," he finally said.
She lifted her head to look at him.
"But when you left me, I wish I did."
"For what it's worth, I'm truly sorry for the pain I caused you."
He stared at Karen for a bit, and then just nodded.
"I can't change what I did thirty years ago. But I do have control of my future. And it could only be better with you in it."
"That ship sailed long ago, Karen—"
"Everyone deserves a second chance. I've learned from my past. You said it yourself; we are not the same people we were years ago. This would be a new ship, a Senior Cruise if you want—" she said, with a hopeful smile.
"Let me think about it, okay?"
"Sure, I'm sorry. I'm so wrapped up in this. I do understand your hesitation. I'm sure you would want to consider this seriously before jumping in."
"Thank you for understanding."
"I know what we can do," Karen announced, popping off the couch. "We can decorate the cabin."
"Do what?"
"We need some holiday spirit in here," she said, pointing at the bare tree. "It's just sad that you have a tree and not a single ornament on it."
Bert glanced at the bare pine tree with a look she couldn't decipher, and then his eyes found hers again.
"I cut it earlier, I thought about decorating it, but then I fell asleep reading, and when I woke up the power was off and... well. You know the rest."
"Come on," Karen begged. "You have a box of Christmas decorations if I remember correctly."
"They are in the loft," he said, nodding up toward the ceiling behind her. She followed his gaze and found a small, triangle loft that fit with the roof of the cabin, settled right above the bed.
Bert climbed the creaky ladder up to that loft and found three old and musty boxes falling apart and splitting at the edges, faintly labeled Christmas.
As soon as the boxes were on the ground, Karen lugged each box over closer to the tree, taking a moment to warm her hands by the fire.
The first box was filled with what she expected— some lights, some old ornaments, and some holiday trinkets from the dollar store in town.
Then, she opened the second one and gasped. She never expected to see all of her family's old Christmas décor staring back at her. Her parents got rid of them when they left town saying they would buy new ones. Somehow, Bert had managed to get them back.
Her hands trembled as she reached inside, pulling out each item one by one. Her family lights, the ornaments, the tree skirt, navy blue with silver and white trim, and a beautiful, stitched snowy scene. Everything was there. It was like being a little girl again.
Her eyes stung with emotion she hadn't felt in years, and when she glanced back up at Bert, he was watching her.
"This is my family's Christmas stuff," she said, quietly.
Bert just nodded.
"How? Why?"
Bert just shrugged. The answer was obvious.
Karen reached for the last box, cracking the top open with her stomach in knots over what she might find inside.
And when she saw what was on top, she couldn't help crying.
Her eyes flicked to Bert, who watched her with his brows pinched together and frown firmly in place. She let their gazes stick for a moment before she turned her attention back to the box, pulling out the old, worn quilt on top.
"Bert..." Karen whispered, shaking her head as she pulled the fabric into her chest. She inhaled the scent, and a flurry of memories assaulted her like snowflakes falling on the ground outside.
"The Christmas Blanket," she said softly, tears falling down her cheeks. "You kept the Christmas Blanket all these years."
He swallowed, and the corner of his lips tugged up just a smidge — almost so imperceptibly that Karen wondered if it happened at all. Then, he shrugged, his eyes on hers.

++0++

They were eighteen.
It was Christmas Eve, barely above freezing outside. Karen appeared at Bert's front door, shivering, and holding a large box in her gloved hands.
"Karen? Come inside you'll freeze your butt out there."
"Just for a moment, my parents don't know I'm here."
Bert nodded. She went into the living room, and they sat on the couch.
Karen handed the box to him and said, "Merry Christmas, Bert."
"Merry Christmas, Karen. What is this?"
"It's your Christmas gift, of course," she said, with a shy smile. "I wanted to wait until tomorrow morning, but... well... I think tonight is better."
Inside the box, there was a beautiful blanket. It had the look of a quilt, with patches covering every inch of it. The blanket was every shade of green and red imaginable, with little scenes playing out in each square — Santa on his sleigh, presents around a tree, baby Jesus in the manger, and a snowman with a carrot nose. On and on, every square told a story as Bert peeled the blanket out of the box, unfolding it as he did.
The blanket was massive — the largest one he'd ever seen. And it was heavy, lined with fleece.
"It's beautiful," he said with a smile, holding it to his chest. "And so warm."
Karen smiled, wrapping them both up in the new blanket. Its warmth was instantaneous, and it seemed to hold their body heat underneath. Karen leaned into Bert's embrace.
"I know it's not much," she said. "But I made it myself for you. I've been working on it for months."
Bert swallowed several times, speechless.
Before he could speak, Karen continued.
"Take this blanket as a promise. I will always love you, Bert Thomas." She leaned in, to press a kiss to his lips, long and slow.

++0++

Tears flooded Karen's eyes.
"I can't believe you still have this," Karen said, glancing up at Bert. His eyes were red and shiny.
"I'm sorry that I lost sight of what it meant," she said, between sobs.



"I still remember when you gave it to me," he said, running his hands over the fabric. "I used to love pulling it out every year, having it on the couch for us to cuddle under."
His heart squeezed. "I think it's my favorite gift I've ever received."
Bert's eyes found Karen's. His Adam's apple bobbed hard in his throat. Then, abruptly, he said, "We should get some rest. You can have the bed," he said. "I'll take the couch."
"You don't have to do that."
"I'm not letting you sleep on the sofa, Karen."
She swallowed, nodding. "Okay. Thank you." Then, she chewed her lip, looking behind her at the open boxes, the Christmas Blanket spilling half out of the bigger one. "Would it keep you up if I stayed up a little while longer?" she asked, facing Bert again. "I really would like to decorate, if that's okay."
Bert's eyes flicked behind her. "You know I can sleep through a hurricane."
"Or in this case, a blizzard?" Karen joked.
Bert gave her a shy smile and lay on the couch. A few minutes later, he was snoring.
As Karen decorated, her thoughts ran wild. It was so strange, being back in this cabin, back with Bert. It was like the last years of her life had been a dream, and she had just woken up back.
Except it wasn't her life at all.
Karen found herself wondering more and more, with each new piece of decoration, what her life would have been like if things had been different.
How had she gone from the girl who had all she ever needed in her boyfriend, to the woman who needed more to feed her soul than a small town could ever provide?
Bert let out a loud snore, and Karen suppressed a giggle.
How had she let go of a love that was so true? And who had she become, on the other side of that loss?
Those questions kept her awake long after she climbed into his bed that night — into sheets that smelled like Bert.
That night, Karen dreamed about all the places she'd been. She dreamed of Italy and Canada. Of Scotland and Japan. She dreamed of the south of France and the stunning coast of Australia. Only instead of being on the ground, she was flying over every place she'd explored, pointing at the different landmarks with an ever-extended finger.
And she wasn't flying in a plane.
She was sitting cross-legged on a magical Christmas Blanket, floating over the cities and mountains and beautiful rivers.
And there beside her, holding her free hand was Bert.
CHAPTER 13
Karen woke up the next morning to the smell of a strong pot of coffee brewing.
When her eyes finally cracked open, she looked out the window at the blinding blanket of white.
It was difficult to tell just how much snow had fallen, but it was easy to see the conditions hadn't improved much. It was cloudy and windy, and they weren't going to get out of there — at least, not anytime soon.
She plopped her feet on the floor, and instantly, she reached for the slippers, along with her big sweater. Even with that and her sweatpants, she was freezing. She made a pit stop in the bathroom, brushing her hair and her teeth before she made her way into the kitchen, rubbing her hands together.
"Good morning, Bert," she said, leaning a hip against the counter. "Merry Christmas Eve."
"Good morning, Karen. Did you sleep well?"
"I did." She walked over to the pot of coffee. "This coffee smells delicious."
"Help yourself. Mugs are up there." He nodded toward one of the cabinets pouring some mix in the frying pan. "There is no cream, but we have pancakes and maple syrup."
Karen added three spoons of sugar to her coffee once it was poured, and as soon as she took the first sip, her chest warmed, and she sighed with relief. "Thank you," she said, tilting her mug toward him.
"The tree looks great," Bert said.
"Half of those ornaments are yours. And I even hung up your favorite wreath," she said, pointing to the front door. "Provided, it's on the inside when it should be on the outside, but at least we can see it this way."
"Thank you, for decorating, Karen. The cabin looks very... Christmassy."
"You're welcome."
They sat at the table and drank their coffee in silence. Karen's eyes found Bert's, and there was something there that she couldn't quite decipher — a longing, or perhaps a deep pain disguised as longing.
She couldn't put a name to it. All she knew was that she felt it, too.
Bert took the last sip of his coffee, running his thumb over the handle for a moment. "So, what's it like traveling?"
"Weird. Beautiful. Breathtaking. Awful. Incredible." Karen stared at her own hands.
"What's been your favorite place so far?"
"Italy," she answered quickly. "Hands down, Italy. The food, the wine, the people, the landscape, the museums, the monuments... they have it all. There is country, and beautiful coastal towns, and bustling cities." She paused, rolling her lips together before she looked at him again.
"Now that you are a widow, do you plan to travel again?"
Karen shook her head several times. "No, Bert. My wanderlust has been out of my system for years. Maybe a short trip with the right company," she looked up at Bert, "but I've been a mother and a grandmother long enough to enjoy settling in one place."
"How are your parents?" Bert asked.
"Sadly, they are both dead."
"I... I'm sorry for your loss," Bert swallowed. "I had no idea." He shook his head, eyes glossing over. "What happened?"
"Dad died young. He had been regularly ill with seizures, worked too hard, too much stress, and became prematurely old. He had a major heart attack. Mom passed away two years ago."
He nodded and then grabbed their coffee mugs off the table. She walked over to him slowly. He dropped the mugs in the soapy water, and then she grabbed the towel hanging on the stove.
"I'll dry," she whispered.
Bert turned on his small radio long enough to tune into the weather report —which essentially said conditions were still terrible and to stay inside. They did predict that the wind would die down overnight and that the snow would stop falling — both of which meant they might still be able to return to Middletown on Christmas.
They sat on the couch and talked. The cabin felt heavy and dark all day long, regardless of the Christmas cheer Karen had tried to bring in with the decorations the night before.
"It's Christmas Eve," Karen said, popping up onto her knees and draping her arms over the back of the couch. "We should do something."
"Like what?"
"Do you have eggnog?"
Something of a glint found Bert's eyes. He nodded and smirked. "It is spiked with rum."
A smile curled on Karen's lips. "I'll try to find some Christmas music on the radio."
Bert groaned but stood in concession. "Fine. But if Mariah Carey comes on, I'm throwing this radio across the room."
"Or we could just turn it off for a few minutes."
"Deal."
"Oh, I hope they play 'The Christmas Song'. It's my favorite!"
Bert shook his head, pulling down two glasses from the cabinet and filling them with the spiked eggnog.
"Remember when you dared me to get on that old rope swing?"
"Oh, like you would have done it whether I dared you or not," Bert argued. "That's why you wanted to party out behind that old lake house. It's why you dragged us all there that day. You wanted to get on that rope swing, and you know it."
He made a pause to take a sip of his eggnog and added. "Not my fault you didn't realize the rope was rotted."
"My back hurt for days," she reminded him. "And you, you just laughed at me."
"It was funny!"
"I hurt myself!" Karen pouted.
"You survived. And trust me, if you could have seen the way your arms flailed when that rope broke, sending you into the water right there off the shore, and the way you flopped into the shallow water like a fish..."
He started laughing again at the memory of it, so much so that he couldn't speak for a long moment.
Karen joined in his laughter then, because even though she did hurt herself that day, he'd dragged them and a group of their friends down to the lake to party, it was pretty funny afterward.
"Wasn't that the same day that Molly tried to dare you to kiss Simon?" Bert asked, filling the empty glasses again.
"Sure was. You were not happy about that," she said, taking a sip.
"Hell no, I wasn't. Molly knew exactly what she was doing. Simon had the hots for you all through high school," Bert said, taking another sip of eggnog.
"Well, you didn't let him take that chance, if I remember correctly," Karen said, with a grin. "Because I'm pretty sure you said something along the lines of 'in your dreams' and then you made me sit on your lap and made out with me right there for everyone to see."
Bert smiled proudly. "I had to remind everyone you were my girl."
Bert's eyes crinkled more with his grin, and maybe a little from the eggnog, too. He had lost count of how many spiked eggnogs they had had.
They were still smiling at the memory when Karen suggested, "We should play now."
Bert cocked a brow. "Play what?"
"Truth or dare."
His smile turned into a frown, and he looked down at what remained in his glass, finishing it off. "Aren't we a little old for games?"
"Oh, come on! Age is just a number," Karen argued draining what was left of her own nog in the name of refilling at the same time as Bert.
He smirked at her when she slid her glass next to his, just as he was pouring the eggnog.
"Please," she insisted. "It'll be fun. And tell you what —I'll even give you a skip. If I ask you something you don't want to answer or dare you to do something you don't want to do, you can use it."
A heavy breath came from Bert's throat, as he poured.
"Pleeeease," Karen added, batting her lashes.
He peeked at her with a grin.
"Fine. But I want two skips."
"Bert!"
"Hey, I just know how dirty you can play this game, and I'm not trying to go streaking in a snowstorm."
"Aw, dang it — you took my first idea!" Karen winked at the joke.
They sat down in front of the fire on the pillows they had laid out there.
CHAPTER 14
"Okay, truth or dare?" Karen asked when they were settled.
Bert laughed. "You're so excited. You look like a kid who just got turned loose in Disneyland."
"Answer the question."
Another laugh. "Truth."
"Lame," Karen teased, but then she tapped her chin, looking up to the ceiling as she thought of a question. "Oh! I know." She pointed her finger at his chest. "That one day that your sisters let me in, and I walked in on you in your bedroom, and you were all out of breath and naked, had you just finished a workout, and you were getting in the shower, or were you masturbating?"
His eyes went wide as saucers, and he barked out a laugh.
"I can't believe you remember that."
"Answer the question, mister."
"Both."
She arched a brow. "Both?"
"I had just worked out. And I was getting in the shower," he said, smirking. "But I also might have had a little one-on-one time in between those two things."
"I knew it!" She giggled. "You were so jumpy when I walked in. Also, no fair, you didn't invite me to the party." She stuck her bottom lip out in a pout.
Bert just laughed her off, taking a big drink of his nog.
"Your turn. Truth or dare?"
"Dare."
He shook his head like he already knew. Then, after a long pause, he said, "I dare you to take a shot."
"Easy peasy."
"Of gin."
At that, she grimaced. "Bert... Are you trying to get me drunk?"
"Does that mean you're using your pass?"
She narrowed her eyes. "Hell no! Pour the shot, big boy."
He did, and Karen drank it, and promptly had to cover her mouth and squeeze her eyes shut to avoid puking. Once the terrible liquid had settled in her gut, she chased it with some water and a little eggnog before it was Bert's turn again.
This time, he chose dare.
"I dare you to stick your bare ass to that window and hold it there for sixty seconds," she said, pointing to the window on the other side of the Christmas tree. Sure, it was dark. And sure, no one lived close enough on either side of Bert's cabin that anyone would see.
But she knew that window was freezing cold.
Bert groaned, looking up to the ceiling.
"You can pass," she teased. "If you're too chicken."
"You wish," he said, and then he hopped up off the floor, and without another ounce of hesitation, he yanked his sweatpants and boxers down in one strong pull.
"Bert!" Karen said, laughing as she shielded her eyes.
"Just doing my dare."
Karen laughed again, shaking her head, as she peeked a little through the slits of her fingers as he walked away from her, watching each glorious muscle of his toned ass move with him.
When he got to the window, he turned to face her, using his hands to shield his member. "All right, you can look, you big baby." He chuckled. "Not like you haven't seen it before."
Karen rolled her eyes once they were uncovered, and then with a deep breath, Bert leaned back until his ass was on the window.
He sucked in a breath, eyes shooting open wide. "Holy shit, that's cold!"
She cackled, and that laughter stayed with her for the whole sixty seconds as he bounced a little, squeezing his eyes closed, cursing over and over, all the while holding his junk and pressing his ass against that window.
She may have counted slower than necessary, but once she hit sixty, he hopped back over to his pants and pulled them on quickly while she looked away, keeping her eyes on her eggnog, instead.
"That was just cruel," he said when he was clothed again, standing and holding his butt toward the fire. "Laugh while you can, because I'm going to get you back. Truth or dare?"
"Truth."
Bert glared at Karen. "Now who's chicken shit?"
She stuck her tongue out, sipping on her eggnog, while she waited for him to ask his question.
"All right," he said, plopping down in front of her on the floor again. "How many people have you slept with?"
Karen's jaw hinged open. She waited for him to make a comment, or laugh, but he just watched her unflinchingly, waiting.
Karen could have used her skip. Part of her wanted to use her skip. But she had no idea what the rest of this game would hold, and she had a feeling she should hold onto those passes for something worse.
She swallowed. "Two. You and my husband. I had lots of offers when I was traveling, but I was never into casual sex."
Bert's forest eyes held hers until she could no longer stand the way he stared at her, the way he was looking through her answer like there was something more behind it.
Karen cleared my throat. "Truth or dare?"
"Dare," he croaked out. "And just in case you're wondering, it's one for me."
Her heart thumped hard in her chest at his admission, at the truth he answered that she didn't ask, but had wanted so desperately to know.
She tore her eyes from Bert's and looked at the fire, instead. For some inexplicable reason, Bert had remained faithful to her memory.
"I was never into casual sex, either. Besides, you know you can't keep secrets for long in Middletown. I didn't want people talking about me in that way."
Karen nodded slowly.
And so, the game went on.
He dared her to shake her booty when a fast song came on the radio. She dared him to sing and dance 'All I Want for Christmas is You'. Bert didn't know the lyrics well, so he made up his own, and they were hilarious.
The more they drank, the more they laughed and teased each other. It was close to midnight when Bert selected dare, and Karen was running out of ideas. But one glance across the room and that all changed.
"I dare you to kiss me. A good, proper kiss, not just a peck on the lips."
Bert frowned, finally, he nodded. He stood up, took the quilt, and placed it over his shoulders.
"Come on, Karen. Get in here."
Her chest tightened when he said her name. She tried, but failed, to swallow as she made her way over to where he stood. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her flush against him.
The Christmas Blanket was then around them both, wrapping them in warmth. For a moment, Karen didn't know what to do with her hands. Her arms were glued to her sides awkwardly until Bert chuckled, using his own hands to guide hers up to his shoulders.
Then, he wrapped his around her once more, and they started to sway.
The music from the radio had been so soft that Karen didn't remember that it was playing at all. But then, as they were silent, it was all she heard— the smooth melody and sweet voice of Bing Crosby singing "White Christmas."
They swayed gently in front of the fire, her eyes on Bert's chest, but she knew his eyes were on her. Finally, Karen looked up and into his eyes. God, those eyes! How they'd haunted her since the last time she saw them, watching her leave.
They watched her the same way now — like she was all Bert had ever needed, and the only thing to ever break him.
Bert's arms were sturdy where they held her, and their lips melded together. His hands held her face, fingers curling in her hair. Karen leaned into that touch, into that kiss, into that man with everything that she was.
It was a kiss they had shared a hundred times before. It was a kiss she had never experienced, never even dreamed of, not until the moment his lips were on hers. It was years of love and passion. It was years of heartache and pain.
There was no time to think, no time to second guess or let logic sneak its way in.
And at that moment, she was home.
Bert's hands were warm against her hips, and he pulled her in even closer, gazing down at her over his nose.
"Truth or dare?" she asked, voice cracking with the question.
"Truth."
"Did you ever miss me, after I left?"
He shook his head, the muscles of his jaw ticking, nose flaring, hands still pulling her in, closer, closer.
He let out a long, pained sigh. "Only every day, Karen," he whispered, his brows bending together. "Only every hour. Every minute. Every second you've been gone. But I had to push those feelings to the back of my mind to survive."
Emotion surged through Karen; tears fell down her cheeks.
And then, his mouth was on hers again. Bert swept his tongue over hers, sending a bolt of electricity ripping through Karen, shooting straight to her core.
She cried out at the connection — a sigh, perhaps, or a moan or a whimper. Maybe it was all of those things, all wrapped into one— her body and brain, so confused, they couldn't decide how to react.
Bert only broke their kiss long enough to strip Karen's sweater over her head, her hair tumbling out of the neck hole in a waterfall down her back. Chills raced from the cool air, from the feel of his hands on her, wrapping around her rib cage in a gentle squeeze before he moved for her bra next. He pulled it up and over her head, too, letting it fall to the floor.
His shirt came next, and then his briefs, his sweatpants, until he was fully naked and trembling in her grasp, as he backed her up to the floor.
Karen's back hit the quilt, the fabric cold against her hot skin, but that sensation was dull compared to the way her heart raced at the sight of Bert standing over her. He towered like a god, peeling her sweatpants off her hips, off one leg and then the other. His eyes didn't leave hers as he did the same with her panties, and only when she was nude, he let his gaze rake over her.
Karen felt those eyes, like big, weathered hands, working their way over her breasts, her navel, her thighs, and the little gap between them where she was already wet and throbbing for him.
They both shuddered at the rush of heat from their bodies being together again, and Bert swept her hair from her face, kissing her jaw, her neck, her collarbone, and back up until his mouth claimed hers.
There was no time to think, no time to second guess or to let logic sneak its way in before Bert was balancing all his weight on one elbow, his other hand reaching down to hook her leg up his thigh. He pressed more weight into his knees, the tip of him sliding against her wet, warm entrance in a skating glide that had them both hissing with need.



Karen's body remembered the feel of him, even after all these years. She knew the shape of his crown, the lean of his shaft, the exact lining of the vein that rippled up from his base. She knew how he would fill her even before he did, but when the flex of his hips brought them together when he slipped inside her for the first time in thirty years, she gasped, holding onto that breath like it was her last.
Karen lifted her other leg, hooking her ankles behind him, her hips bucking up to give him better access. Bert slid into her again, harder this time, deeper still, and he picked up the pace, finding a rhythm.
Karen was wild at that moment, her hips bucking uncontrollably. She rocked back and forth, feeling him deep, rubbing her clit until her orgasm caught light like a dying star.
It ripped her apart from the inside out, shredding her inch by inch in the most ecstasy-filled demise.
CHAPTER 15
When the sun finally found its way through the cabin windows, bright and blinding snow covered the ground outside, it would be the wake-up call Karen never wanted.
Her head pounded her to consciousness the next morning, eyeballs throbbing beneath her lids until she was brave enough to break them open.
Karen groaned when the first little ray of sunlight found her, and she realized two things at the same time.
One, she was extremely warm. Bert was underneath the quilt with her, his legs and arms tangled up with her, their naked bodies stuck together and steaming.
Two, she was going to throw up.
She ran to the bathroom.
Bert groaned, mumbling something under his breath that sounded like, "Are you okay."
She made it to the toilet just in time to drop to her knees and forfeit whatever she had left in her stomach, which wasn't much else than booze.
A long groan left Karen when she had finished heaving, and she rested her cheek on the toilet, peeking up at the man staring down at her.
Bert smiled at her. "Merry Christmas."
"Merry Christmas," Karen replied sheepishly. "I hate you for making me take that shot of gin."
He chuckled, lowering down to the ground next to her. It was then that she noticed the glass of something cloudy and orange in his hand and two little candy-coated pills.
"Advil," he explained. "And chase it with this."
"What is it?" she asked, sitting up and taking the glass from him, inspecting the contents.
"My hangover cure."
Karen arched a brow.
"Just trust me," he insisted, and so she did, tossing the pills into her mouth and washing them down with the cure. It tasted like orange juice and salt water, and she grimaced, choking down as much as she could manage before she gave up.
When Karen looked back at Bert, at the way his eyes were crawling over her, the way his lips were set in a soft smile, she realized what she'd somehow forgotten. She was stark-ass naked.
"God, look at me," she said, curling in on herself. "A mess on Jesus' birthday."
Bert barked out a laugh, standing before he helped her up and back to the couch.
Littered around the cabin was all the evidence of what had transpired the previous night. There were their half-empty glasses of spiked eggnog. The Christmas Blanket was in a heap by the fire, which had gone out overnight.
The little radio still played Christmas music softly, and with just one look out the window, she could see the storm was over. It was still mostly cloudy, but the sun was shining through the silvery clouds.
Karen's stomach was still unsettled when she looked at Bert, who had his head propped on his arm, his eyes on her.
"So..." he said.
"So..." she echoed.
"We should probably talk."
Karen nodded.
"Me first. I've seen dozens of different countries, hundreds of cities and towns and farms and lakes and rivers. I've spoken new languages, walked down new streets, met new people and maybe even found a new version of myself, too.
"I got married to a good man and had two wonderful children. Now, I'm alone again. My husband died, and my children are gone living their own lives. Honestly, I've felt lonely and depressed these past years.
"I found what I wanted in this tiny cabin with no power, no technology, no fancy food or fancy views or entertainment. I had all I wanted in front of this fireplace, under our old blanket," Karen said with a laugh, with Bert joining in.
She sniffed. "My love for you was never the problem, Bert. I loved you will all my heart since the day I met you. But at that time, I had a different dream than yours. I didn't handle our breakup well. I was thoughtless, even cruel if you want. My only excuse is that I was young and stupid. I loved my husband, and he'll always have a place in my heart, but now he is gone and I'm alone. I still love you. Don't deny our love a second chance because of a mistake I made in my youth. My wanderlust is long gone. I have everything I need here... with you.... if you will have me."
Bert's heart thumped hard at the question. He gulped several times and said nothing.
"You are my adventure, Bert," she whispered helplessly, two tears streaming simultaneously down each of her cheeks at the admission. "Please, give our love a chance."
Karen's hands were shaking as she waited for Bert's response.
She didn't miss the quiver of his bottom lip, or the way his next breath shuddered a bit with the effort to bring new oxygen into his lungs.
Bert swooped Karen into his arms, and she clung to him like life itself, wrapping her arms around his neck as his wound around her waist. He crushed her on him, and she tried to pull him closer still, sobbing into his shoulder.
"I don't care if it's in a big city or another country or right here in this town we grew up in," Karen said, through her tears, "I want this. I want you. I'd stay right here in this tiny little cabin for the rest of my life, as long as I can have you."
Bert framed her face, shaking his head before he kissed her hard and promisingly.
"Are you sure?" Bert asked softly.
Karen's cheeks were rosy and flushed from kissing. She smiled, tapping his chest with her palm. "I'm positive. All I want for Christmas it's you."
Bert stood for a quiet moment, breathing. The weight he'd been carrying for so long was lighter. His eyes gleamed in the firelight as they searched for hers.
"Do you really mean it?"
"Yeah," Karen said, with a nod. "Yeah, I really do. I want to grow old with you, Bert Thomas," she whispered.
"Sounds like a plan," he said.
"I love you so much, and I'm so sorry." Karen cried and reached to hug him. Her hands touched his face, his eyebrows, his eyes, tracing every part of him, remembering.
Bert's tears were rain in the blue of his eyes. They washed away the old pain in his heart and began healing. His hands came up to hold her face. His broken voice wrapped around her name.
"Karen... I never stopped loving you," Bert admitted, in a whisper. And he kissed her.
They kissed through tears. They kissed, though they could hardly breathe, arms wrapped tightly, clinging to one another because to let go again was impossible.
"Merry Christmas, baby," Bert whispered in her ear, sending shivers down her spine. "Welcome back."
"Merry Christmas, my love, I guess wishes do come true," Karen beamed, hid, her face in Bert's chest, and thanked God for blizzards, and meddling sisters.
CHAPTER 16
A loud horn honked outside the cabin.
Bert and Karen opened the front door and found a smiling Nick driving a snowplow.
"Someone asked for an Uber?"
"Very funny, Kid. What are you doing here?"
"And Merry Christmas to you, too, chief. Good morning, Mrs. Morris. Nice to see you again. Merry."
Karen blushed. "Merry Christmas, indeed, Nick."
"To answer your question, I'm rescuing you two, of course. The Twins told me you might be stranded up here."
"The Twins, of course," Bert mumbled. "I'm going to have a long conversation with my sisters when we get back. Merry Christmas, Kid."
"Good luck with that," said Nick, who was enjoying a good belly laugh. "Get dressed. We have to go to town. If we hurry, we can make it on time for the Christmas service. The road is clear. You can follow me in your truck."
"What about my car?" Karen asked.
"We'll retrieve your car later, Mrs. Morris. There's a crew coming behind me with sand to try to keep the roads drivable, at least for a while. So, we should be good to go," Nick explained.
"Okay, Kid. Give us ten minutes to pack."

++0++

They made it just in time for the church service.
Bert and Karen walked into the church, holding hands, and made their way toward the first row where the Twins were sitting. Faith stood up, resting on her cane. "Bertie, over here. We saved you a seat, darling."
Karen's daughter and her family were sitting with them. They had arrived in Middletown the day before.
Bert wanted to tell the Twins about Karen, but they didn't give him a chance. He should've known Hope would take care of that for him.
"Who's this, Bertie? Your girlfriend?" she asked, feigning ignorance.
Faith adjusted her spectacles to take a look at Karen. "What happened to the other one? That cute girl you dated in high school?"
Bert didn't buy the Twins' act for a moment. They were good at playing senile. Before he could talk, an old blue-haired woman sitting behind the Twins hissed, "Why don't you sit down, Bert Thomas, the service is about to start."
Hope turned around. "Why don't you mind your own business, Bonnie Tucker, or I will mind it for you," she warned the blue-haired lady by showing her the cane.
Then, she turned to Bert and Karen, and said, "Now you two sit down over here."
Bert and Karen squeezed in between the Twins and Bethany's family.
"How was the weather up there, Karen?" Hope whispered and then winked at her.
"It was lovely," Karen said in a hushed voice and winked back at Hope. "Warmer than I expected."
Bethany linked arms with her mother and whispered, "Way to go, Mom. You look radiant."
The service started and the Twins propped their hymnals open to the wrong pages as usual. Nothing kept them from singing the melody, loud and shrill, as they tried to drown one another out. Faith accidentally hit on a real harmony about three notes out of ten, but nobody minded. Some things didn't have to change, and maybe they shouldn't. Some things, like the Twins, were meant to be off-key.
Karen rested her head against Bert's shoulder, feeling overjoyed.
Maybe Christmas was a time for miracles after all.

++0++

I hope you enjoyed the story.
Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year to all my readers!
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CHAPTER 1: CARRIE
I was lying on the floor in a puddle of slimy vomit. The floor was hard and hurt my back. My head was pounding like a drum. It felt like someone had split my skull with an ax.
Barely able to open my eyes in the gleaming light, I drifted in and out of consciousness for what seemed like an hour or two.
I reached out with my hand and touched something. My eyes were still closed like I was just too exhausted to even try to open them. I peeked down at my phone and turned it on. Dozens of missing calls and texts pinged in. Each sound was painfully amplified by my headache.
Squinting my eyes, I scrolled through the multitude of missed calls and text messages my husband, Ernie, had sent me.
'I am worried about you'; 'Are you okay?'; 'Why aren't you returning my messages?'; 'Did you turn off your phone?'; Where are you?!'
The last message, however, stopped my heart. 'I hope you are not getting drunk again.'
He couldn't know about my problem with alcohol. I had been careful.
I tried to get up and find out where I was, but my head started hurting again and things around me began to veer. I peeked through my squinted eyes and saw I was home.
I was still wearing the same clothes I had on the previous day. Then, I realized I didn't remember even coming back home. The last thing I could recall was going out drinking after work. It had been a very complicated day, and I needed to relax. I was on my third vodka martini while some of my co-workers were still on their first drink. I was having a good time and laughing a lot. But after that, everything else was a blur.
"Ernie?" I called out, but it came out groggy, and I wasn't sure if my husband heard me, or even if he was awake.
I slowly stood up and started stretching my arms. I was still exhausted and sore from whatever happened the previous night.
I could hear noises coming from the kitchen, and a few footsteps. The smell of freshly brewed coffee filled the room. As soon as I smelled the coffee, I felt so much more awake.
"Ernie!" I called my husband again. This time my voice was louder.
The footsteps became heavier and were coming in my direction.
"Ah, you are finally awake," Ernie said. He was carrying a cup of coffee in his hands.
"Please, could you keep your voice down, honey? My head is killing me." I tried to sit down on the couch, but my feet slipped on the puke and ended up on the floor.
I had a sour taste in my mouth and a burning sensation in my throat.
"How did I get back here?"
"A bartender from Seattle called me," Ernie told me, handing me the coffee. I knew that tone of voice. He was making an effort to remain calm. "You had passed out at his bar."
He didn't try to disguise his disgust.
"I don't even remember passing out. I went out for a drink with a group of co-workers," I said, taking a sip of coffee. It was strong and bitter. "Why am I lying on the floor?"
Ernie shrugged. "I put you on the couch. I have no idea how you ended up on the floor. You must have fallen." His voice was cold. "You need to stop doing this to yourself, Carrie. You need help."
From the way Ernie's breathing changed, I could tell that he was mad at me and doing his best not to yell at me.
"Help? Because last night I had one too many? I don't need any help" I shouted back. My temples started pulsing fast and my head hurt. I lowered my voice, "I work hard, and I deserve to let my hair down after a long and stressful week. You will not tell me what I need or don't need."
"I will tell you what I don't need," he barked. "I don't need a drunk wife. I can't build a future              with someone who doesn't love herself enough to admit she has a problem."
I felt his words hit hard on my heart like a sledgehammer. The pounding in my head wasn't helping.
"Honey, it was just this time. You are making a mountain out of a molehill." My voice was a little dodgy.
Ernie threw his arms up in frustration and groaned.
"One time? Carrie, stop it! You're not kidding anyone. Not anymore. This situation is destroying me!" He wrinkled his nose, and added, "You stink. You're lying in a puddle of your vomit; you peed yourself and I can smell the alcohol coming from your mouth from where I'm standing."
"Yes, last night I drank a bit more than usual, but I am not a drunkard," I protested.
Ernie snorted. "A bit? Try a lot better. Open your eyes, Carrie. Your drinking is out of control. You need to stop." He shook his head, frustrated. "You know what? I can't do this anymore. I can't look the other way and pretend this is normal, because it's not!"
"Honey, can we have this conversation later? My head is killing me."
"NO! We are having this conversation now! I'm tired of making excuses for your drinking with our friends. Or should I say, ex-friends? Haven't you noticed that they don't invite us to their gatherings anymore? Do you have any idea how embarrassed I was when some of them suggested that I should do something about your drinking?"
My husband's words were like daggers to my heart. I kept shaking my head at Ernie's words. I had been careful. No one could know how much I needed alcohol to function.
"Honey, they are exaggerating. I don't drink that much, but if that's a problem for them, I won't drink at social gatherings."
Ernie snorted. "At the last gathering we were invited to; I asked you to stop drinking four times and you ignored me. All of our friends kept exchanging glances and shaking their heads."
"Well, we don't need friends like that."
"Steve McAllister offered to come here with his wife and some other fellow teachers and stage an intervention."
"I don't need a fucking intervention because I'm not a drunkard. So, tell your sanctimonious fellow teachers that I'm fine! Ouch! My head!"
I didn't get any sympathy from my husband. He ignored me and went on.
"Carrie, please, open your eyes. They didn't ask me to play Santa this year because they were afraid my drunk wife would make a scene in front of the whole town!" Ernie's voice raised with each word.
"You know how much I love playing Santa and seeing the excitement on the kids' faces." His voice lowered down to a painful whisper.
I bit my lower lip and looked down. I didn't know that. I felt awful.
"The thing is, when I think about the future... I don't see a future for us. I don't want to have kids with you... Children deserve a sober mother. They don't deserve a life of chaos, instability, and confusion. They deserve good birthdays, a Christmas tree with presents underneath, and love. They deserve to be taught how to ride a bike. They deserve to be sung to sleep. They deserve to spend time with their family talking about life at the dinner table. They deserve to be loved! There are too many children being raised by grandparents, family members, and foster care because of addiction."
Tears were rolling down my husband's cheeks.
I felt extremely ashamed of myself. And you know what's worse? At that moment, I needed a drink more than ever! Maybe, I did have a problem!
"You know what? I'm tired of this! I'm tired of pretending everything is all right or making excuses for your drinking. Last night, you reached a new low," Ernie went on.
He turned around and walked to the front door. I tried to stand but slipped again on the puke that covered the floor and fell on my ass. The coffee cup slipped from my hand and broke on the floor.
"Where are you going?" I yelled in desperation, my voice cracking.
"As far from you as I can get. I can't be around you when you are like this. YOU-NEED-HELP!"
"Are you leaving me?" my voice was filled with fear. I had no one else to turn to.
"I vowed for better or worse at our wedding, and I'm keeping my word. But, Carrie, this is beyond worse. This is hell. Your drinking is out of control. I need to calm down and think hard about what I'm going to do. Then we'll talk. But know this, I won't take this anymore."
I kept weeping and shaking my head.
"You need to think about what you want to do with your life. Seek help for your drinking problem or go on like this on your own." He let out a painful sigh. "This is not life for me." A sob escaped from my husband.
I could tell Ernie was serious. He was suffering.
And I was dying for a drink to numb myself into oblivion!
"Please, Ernie, don't leave me!" I pleaded. "Come back! I promise I'll do anything."
He couldn't leave me. He was my anchor, my whole life. The sane part of my brain was screaming, with reason, that I would be lost without him.
Naturally, I had no intention of owning up. On the con­trary, I blamed anyone else.
"I'll let you clean your mess. We'll keep talking about your options when I come back," he said and left the house.
I was going to lose my husband if I didn't change. I knew my husband, and he had reached his limit. He was ready to divorce me. I was scared to death because I wasn't sure if I could stop drinking. I had tried it before and failed. What if I couldn't stop?
CHAPTER 2: ERNIE
I stormed out of the house and walked around town to calm my nerves. I walked as if the devil was chasing me. Maybe he was. A demon called alcohol was destroying my marriage.
I was tired of the lies, the mood swings, and the constant worry about Carrie's well-being.
I began to weep and could not stop. I didn't deserve all the pain I had endured all these years.
"My wife is an alcoholic," I muttered. I had turned a blind eye to my wife's alcoholism. Not anymore.
My 'perfect' marriage had never been perfect. I had been living a fantasy. Lately, I had become a caretaker, rather than a spouse.
The future we had planned together was long gone.
Our social life was nonexistent.
Our sex life could hardly be worse. I didn't feel attracted to Carrie anymore.
I couldn't do this anymore. She needed help. I needed help.
Believe it or not. There was a time when Carrie made me happy, happier than I ever could have dreamed of being.

++0++

I met my future wife at a gathering in Seattle. Random meeting, instant relationship. We were both in our mid-twenties and we were not in a relationship. We were attracted to each other like two magnets. We were so very different that it made us perfect complements. I was shy and preferred to listen more than talk. I was captivated by her. She was the soul of any social event. She mingled with everyone and seemed to be carefree and full of life. She was sweet, funny, and kind. Her laugh was infectious.
I was a teacher at Middletown High. She was a project manager in Seattle. I lived in a small town, and she had grown up in a big city.
We dated and our attraction turned into love. I drove back and forth from Middletown to Seattle every weekend.
Dating Carrie was an adventure. Our first months were pure bliss. She fell in love with Middletown. Camping and hiking became our favorite outdoor activities.
The first clouds in our clear sky appeared six or seven months later.
Carrie's personality changed. My loving and adventurous girlfriend had turned into a distant, anxious, and snappy person. I knew something was wrong, but Carrie refused to talk about it. I thought she had found herself a new man and was looking for an excuse to break up with me.
"Carrie, something's not right. You've been acting differently lately. Is everything okay?"
"Of course, I'm fine. Everything is fine. Why wouldn't it be?" she said defensively.
"Something is going on with you. I can see it. You've changed. I love you, but these last weeks you've been like a time bomb waiting to go off. Talk to me, please. I want to help you, but you shut me out."
She started to cry. "It's not you, Ernie, it's me. This is something I have to sort out by myself. I need some time by myself."
"Is there someone else?" I couldn't help the quiver in my voice.
"What? Of course, not! Ernie, I love you with all my heart. This is something else."
Years later, I discovered Carrie had tried to stay away from alcohol but being sober made her a different person. It was like Jekyll and Hyde.
Two weeks later, Carrie came back to me and apologized for her behavior. She told me a story about being stressed about some projects and deadlines at work. I chose to believe her because the truth was I wanted her back in my life. Scratch that, I needed her back in my life. So, we became an item again.
Six months later, we started talking about our future, and the same cycle repeated. This time, I made the decision to break up with her.
Three days later, Carrie showed up at my doorstep with tears in her eyes. "I need you, Ernie. You are my rock. My one and only love. Give me a chance to make things right. Please! I'll promise you I'll change."
There was this gallant streak in me that wanted to protect her, so I took her back. Or maybe I was stupid. Take your pick.
At that time, I had a feeling Carrie had a deep black hole at her very center. Hiding behind a carefree mask, there was a very troubled person. I foolishly thought that all I had to do was fill the void within her with my love, and together, we would be happy forever.
As she promised, Carrie was back to her old loving self. Before long, we decided our relationship was destined to become permanent, so we started making plans for the future. We talked about marriage, children, and fidelity. In the coolness of October, I proposed. At first, she thought I was joking. I told her I was not, and she accepted.
I decided it was time for her to meet my parents, who suggested I invite my brand-new fiancée for Sunday lunch.
When I told Carrie about meeting my parents she was petrified with fear. My reassurance that neither of my parents would bite did nothing to assuage her anxiety, which bordered on panic.
Sunday lunch went remarkably well. My parents fell in love with her on the spot. My mother was a very nurturing person and showered Carrie with TLC. Carrie's anxiety vanished ten minutes after my mother hugged her tightly and welcomed her to our family.
I was never invited to meet Carrie's parents. Her family was a no-go subject for her that I respected. She didn't even invite them to our wedding which was a very simple event.
We got married at Middletown's church on a cold December morning with my family and a few friends and colleagues in attendance.
Some days later, Carrie got a call from her father. Her whole demeanor changed. She was that scared person again. The call was short and to the point.
"My father organized a wedding party for us," she said in a perfunctory voice, when the call ended. "Somehow, he discovered we got married."
I thought it was a nice gesture. Carrie didn't. "You don't know my father, Ernie," was all she said.
The next weekend, we drove to Seattle, to her parents' house.
Her father had invited a lot of people we didn't know to the reception. Her family's place was a mansion, and it was packed with businessmen, politicians, and people from Seattle's high class. On my side, it was only my parents, my sister, my best man, and a few selected colleagues from Middletown High. It was a lavish, cold, and well-organized event. We were like extras at our own party. I could tell Carrie was equally uncomfortable as me, if not more.
I took an immediate dislike of her father; he was a stuck-up snob who thought he was better than everyone around him. He couldn't be more different from Carrie. At some point, he took me aside. I supposed we were going to have 'the talk'. You know, 'don't hurt my little girl' and all that. I couldn't be more wrong.
"Nice to finally meet you, sir," I said, extending my hand.
"How did you dare to get married to my daughter without letting me know? Do you know how embarrassing it was to me to learn about your wedding for a business associate?"
I was about to apologize and explain that it was Carrie's decision to leave them out of our wedding, not mine. However, throwing my wife under the bus was not something I'd do. So, I kept my mouth shut.
He took a good look at me and went on, "I investigated you. You are unworthy of my daughter. I would have never allowed my daughter to marry someone like you. A high school teacher no less. I had plans for her and you ruined them. Let me warn you, she won't see a single dollar from me. I have taken her out of my will years ago."
Those were his first words to me. He caught me off guard, and again, I didn't know what to say. So, I just turned around and left. He called me but I ignored him and kept walking.
I stood away from him for the rest of the reception, except for the mandatory family pictures. I certainly understood Carrie's fears about her father and her wish to keep her family out of our lives much better.
I had noticed, in the past, that Carrie needed alcohol to get through social situations. After a few drinks, she became more pleasant and relaxed.
During the reception, Carrie drank more than usual. Again, I never saw anything wrong with that. I drank more than usual, as well.
We danced to the 'Wedding Waltz' oblivious to everyone and everything. To this today, the song sends me back to that enchanted day with my beloved new wife and her love-filled eyes.
On the way back, I told Carrie, "I didn't know your family was wealthy."
She was leaning back on the car seat with her eyes closed and her fingers massaging her temples. "You said it right, Ernie, my family has money, not me. My father disowned me when I refused to live under his thumb. This is the first contact I have with him in years, and hopefully the last."
"I see. Maybe this party was a peace offering to rekindle his relationship with you."
Carrie opened her eyes, and looked at me, "No, Ernie, this reception was about my father keeping appearances with his business associates and political contacts. He was selling the picture of a perfect family to his acquaintances. My father never cared for me. In case you didn't notice, he had a plastered smile the whole time and barely interacted with me. I bet his words to you when he took you apart were anything but nice."
"You're right. He was downright rude with me," I admitted.
Carrie sighed, "Don't worry, this was the last time you'll have to interact with him."
During the next few months, we got some fancy cards from his father inviting us to some lavish events, but Carrie wasn't interested in keeping any kind of relationship with her family at all, so we just ignored them. I was relieved.
We decided to settle in Middletown.
The first two years of our married life were heaven on earth for me. We dealt with the same obstacles that many newlywed couples do, but we were still blissfully happy.
Carrie couldn't have been more attentive, loving, and giving in every way. She would repeatedly tell me how much she loved me and how happy she was with me. Our sex life was just as incredible. Nothing was off-limits.
We started talking about having a baby. And then, all of a sudden, my loving wife disappeared, and the moody, snappy stranger was back.
Where, previously, we had sat reading, listening to music, and talking together through the long winter evenings, she had come to silently cook dinners and then to immediately retreat to our bedroom with scarcely a word.
Yes, we still had a sex life, but it was the meeting of two healthy young bodies satisfying their needs. She used to cling to me after we both had come and would tell me how much she needed me.
I didn't notice Carrie wasn't drinking anymore. I thought she might be bipolar, so I suggested we should check with a psychiatrist.
"Do you think I'm crazy? Nothing is wrong with me, Ernie, I'm fine! We are fine! I just have been feeling peaky and it's been hard to keep anything down lately, that's all."



"You've been moody for weeks. We used to spend every afternoon together. Now it's like you're avoiding me. I mean something's up."
"What do you mean something is up?" Carrie snapped back.
I raised my hands. "Okay, don't get your panties in a bunch. I'm not accusing you of anything. I'm worried about you. I love you, and I want to help you to feel better."
Carrie fell silent for an especially long time.
She grabbed my hand. "None of this is your fault. Don't worry, I'll fix it, somehow." She rushed out of the room and locked herself in the bedroom.
I didn't have a clue what was going on with her or what to do.
The next weekend, we joined my family for Sunday dinner, and during the joyous family gathering, my loving wife returned. I was just so glad to have her back, to see those wonderful glowing eyes again that I never connected the spark with the drink in her hand.
In later years, as I delved deeply into anything relating to alcohol, I realized that the stranger who had appeared several times in the guise of my girlfriend and my wife had been an alcoholic without a drink, a dry drunk.
After Carrie's first drinks, she was at ease. My wife was back. Drinking became a regular part of her daily life. We never talked about having a baby again.
The next couple of years brought a repetition of these strange actions. It was a vicious circle that got worse each time. I found myself making excuses for her behavior, or justifying her drinking to our friends.
At social gatherings, we seemed to be having a good time--laughing at jokes and telling stories, but at some point, my wife's drinking always got out of hand. The evening ended with a hushed argument, or some other form of unpleasant behavior. Gradually, the number of invitations to social events reduced to zero. The result was no social life at all for us.
At that time, I knew nothing about alcoholism. An alcoholic was a bum lying in a doorway in a street, not the woman I loved.
Sometimes, we would go out for a ride, but whenever we went, she always had to stop to get a couple of six-packs or something, so it wasn't fun for me because I knew that at the end of the day, I would end up with my wife being drunk.
Somehow, over the years, I always managed to discount her behavior in a conversation with myself. 'She is stressed out because she has a big project going on... She has not been sleeping well... Everyone drinks.'

++0++

How could I have been so blind for so many years? Why did I put up with her behavior?
The short answer was that I was in love with her and wanted to help her. However, her drinking got to a point where I could no longer ignore it. Friday nights were the worst ones. The anxiety of wondering what state she'd be in when she came home was too much.
Anger and resentment were constantly brewing in my body, and I was tired of pushing them down to keep them from surfacing.
That dreadful night, when I got the call from a bartender in Seattle, I knew I couldn't ignore the elephant in the room anymore. This was not the life I wanted.
I was more than willing to support my wife if she decided to stop drinking and get help, but I wouldn't stand by and watch her destroy herself.
CHAPTER 3: CARRIE
I scrubbed the living room floor clean twice and got rid of the rug. It was ruined. Then, I took a long shower and rinsed my mouth with Ernie's mouthwash. Mine was filled with alcohol. I put my stinking clothes in the washing machine and waited for my husband, drinking one cup of coffee after another.
What if he didn't come back? What if he had already left me? I went to the bedroom to check if Ernie's clothes were still there.
My legs and my hands were shaking. I was dying for a drink, but I forced myself to stay sober.
When did this nightmare start? How did I get to this point?

++0++

I had my first drink in high school in my senior year. It gagged me at first, but the warmth and feeling of well-being that seemed to flow through me was wonderful and gave me the feeling that I could do anything. All my problems disappeared. I never had that same feeling again, though I tried hard and long to recapture it.
I moved out of my parents' house to go to college and never looked back. Walking away from my dysfunctional family and my controlling father was a relief.
Drinking became a regular part of my daily life at college. While sober, I appeared shy and uncomfortable, withdrawn and serious. I was afraid to do or say the wrong things. My father's words resonated in my head, 'You always disappoint me... You need to be perfect.'
The truth was, I never felt comfortable in my skin. I had a giant void inside me from a very young age. A voice telling me I wasn't good enough. I was unworthy of being loved. The real me was a sad, and scared little girl looking for approval.
It didn't take me long to realize that having a few drinks not only silenced the voices in my head but helped me to loosen up. Laughter erupted around me, connections deepened, and I became the life of the party, and made people laugh. I was no longer the girl who didn't fit, scared to do or say the wrong things.
Alcohol became my passport to a world of freedom, a realm where insecurities dissolved.
I spent much of my college life treating alcohol as a tool to boost my confidence. Having a few drinks was the secret key to transforming my insecure and unloved self into a social butterfly. Everyone around me was doing the same, so I saw nothing wrong with it.
Somehow, my drinking didn't interfere with my studies, and I never failed a class.
Every time I came back home, I had to clean up my act and play the part of the dutiful, obedient daughter. If my father saw something different in me, he never mentioned it.
After college, I got a job and moved out of my house and out of my father's control for good. He ranted and raved, but I didn't care. He finally sent me a letter through one of his lawyers stating that he had disowned me. I wouldn't get a cent more from him. I crumpled the letter and threw it away. Not being judged all the time or pushed to be perfect was more important to me than money and wealth.
My drinking was reduced to social gatherings and girl's night out.
I dated a few men, but I found no keeper until I met Ernie. He was loving, caring, and nurturing. He showered me with his love, and I needed every drop to validate my self-love. He made me feel I was worthy to be loved.
Ernie became my rock, my sanctuary, my everything. We did everything together. I also fell in love with Middletown, his hometown. We enjoyed camping, trekking, going to concerts, parties, and dancing.
Then, my drinking became a problem again. The voices in the back of my mind said that I didn't deserve a man like him. I wanted to be the perfect girlfriend because, in my troubled mind, being perfect equaled to being loved.
Ernie loved the woman I was under the influence, not the person I was when I was sober. So, I started drinking again.
I often felt extremely guilty. At those times, I tried to stop drinking, but as the void inside me grew bigger, so did the bottle, and I would retreat into my self-destructive cycle.
As my reliance on alcohol deepened, so did the fractures in our relationship.
Ernie broke up with me two times. And yes, it was because of my drinking, or I should say, because I had tried to stop drinking. Both times, I crawled back to him and begged him to take me back.
One day, Ernie asked me, "Are we ever going to get married?"
I saw the disappointment in his face when I said, "Some day."
The next time we went out together, he proposed to me on a foggy evening while we were returning from a gathering. Thinking it was a joke, I laughed.
The laughter quickly stopped when I saw the expression on his face.
He was good to me. He cared for me. He loved me. I yearned for Ernie's love and stability. He validated my worth.
I knew I was going to lose him if I didn't accept his proposal, so I said yes.
We got married in a small ceremony at his town's church. I didn't invite my family. I didn't want them there, finding fault in everything we did and ruining our special day. Besides, my father had disowned me.
Sadly, somehow my father discovered I had got married and insisted on organizing a reception for Ernie and me. It was the usual lifeless, lavish event my father used to organize for his clients and business associates.
I hated every second of it, and I knew Ernie, his family, and friends felt the same way. I could feel my father's eyes all the time on me, and the words 'You are nothing but a disappointment' in my head. Only alcohol helped me to get through the whole thing without breaking down.
My husband and I settled down in Middletown, as far from my family as possible. I had to drive a long hour back and forth every day, but it was worth it to avoid living in the same city as my family.
I was working as an IT project manager in Seattle. I was responsible for organizing, executing, and supervising developments. I had to handle all aspects of the project. I purchased resources, allocated roles, and hired personnel.
Our first years together were wonderful. Ernie didn't notice or didn't mind my drinking. I had the best of two worlds, a loving husband and alcohol.
When Ernie started talking about having a baby, I promised myself that I wouldn't drink anymore. I had heard some scary stories about women who drank through their pregnancy. For a few days, I started having water at lunch and stayed away from bars after work. I felt a sense of pride and accomplishment.
Every day, when I came home, my body urged me to binge. Out of desperation, I used to lock myself in the bedroom until Ernie came home. I became grumpy and irritable.
After a few weeks, it became clear that abstinence was going to be pure torture for me. My mood got worse and worse. I snapped at my husband, blaming him and his desire to have a baby for my forced sobriety.
Ernie tried to talk with me, but I gave him some lame excuses to explain my change of mood.
One Sunday, while we were having lunch with Ernie's parents, my cravings got the better of me, and I started drinking again. The fun and carefree Carrie was back.
My poor, unsuspecting husband was delighted. I did my best to make it up to him.
We never talked about having children again.
However, I was far from admitting I had a problem and even less ready to listen to any advice.
Over the next few years, I retreated further into the numbing effects of alcohol. I was sure I hid my drinking well. I had mastered the art of keeping my shit together when drunk in public. Or so I thought. I had several bottles hidden around the house and even in my office.
I worked ceaselessly and our family finances crept into a healthier state. Ernie agreed to work part-time at Middletown High and manage the household, providing solid and endless support for me.
However, my drinking grew worse. My tolerance for liquor had increased and I seemed to need more drinks, or at least, stronger ones.
Friday nights were the days where I allowed myself to get wasted. I never cheated on my husband. I never accepted drinks from strangers or danced with them. If a guy tried to talk to me, or tried to get me to dance, I refused every one of them.
I found myself lying to my husband to hide my problem. My robust health and self-resolve gave me a false sense of control. I could quit drinking any time I wanted.
Although I was still pretty good at hiding my problem at work, I feared it was only a matter of time before I would do something very stupid after too many drinks at lunch.
Even though drinking may have made the voices go away for a while, they always came back with a hangover the next day. My headaches were getting hellish.
I tried to stop drinking on my own several times and failed every time. I tried to cut my Friday nights. I failed to do that, too.
The voices were getting louder and meaner. 'You are not worthy of your husband... You don't deserve his love... Ernie would be better off without a drunk like you.'
"Why do you have to drink so many beers? Why can't you just have one or two and stop?" Ernie used to tell me, especially at social gatherings.
"You're wrong, this is my second beer," I used to lie, knowing that I was not fooling him.
I just couldn't stop at one or two. My loss of control was gradual but inexorable.
On Friday nights, I would go out, totally intending to be home by 10:30pm and get a solid eight hours of sleep; I would end up getting home at 2:00am in a cab.
Then came this horrible night when I finally couldn't stop until I got completely wasted. My life was spiraling out of control, and I did not know how to stop it.
When my husband forced me to face all the things I had done under the influence, I felt like dying. I had become someone I despised.
I had not only ruined my life, I had also ruined his. He was ready to divorce me and with reason. I couldn't lose my husband because, without him, there was no way I would survive. The void would swallow me.
I needed him.
CHAPTER 4: ERNIE
I ended up in front of the town church. Carrie and I had stopped coming to the services long ago.
Pastor Marsden was watering the flowers. He wasn't the stereotypical minister, someone who wore suits or cleric robes and talked down to people. He was more of a buddy; someone you could imagine sitting down and having a drink with. Not that I'd ever done something like that with him, but I could imagine it.             
"Good morning, Ernie. How are you today?"
"Been better, to be honest."
He looked at me. His penetrating eyes seemed to look into my soul, not in a judgmental way, but in a compassionate way.
"Why don't we go inside and talk?"
"Good idea. I do need help with something."
I followed the pastor into the church, and then to his office.
"We missed your Santa impersonation on Christmas," he said, offering me a seat.
I sat down across from him on the other chair.
"Well, I missed it, too. The mayor told me they didn't need me this year. From what I heard, the sheriff did a great job."
We both knew the real reason why I didn't play Santa. I was sure everyone in town knew about Carrie's problem with alcohol and her stupid husband.
He looked at me with deep concern and finally asked, "What can I do for you, Ernie?"
"I need your advice."
"Of course, I'm here to help," he said. "Please go on."
"It's about Carrie... she is... I mean, she has a... drinking problem. I don't know what to do... I'm lost."
Then, I proceeded to tell him about my wife's behavior, about her drinking spiraling out of control, and how tired I was of all of it. Once I started talking, I couldn't stop.
He listened to me intently, with his eyes closed. Finally, he sat back in his chair, opened his eyes, and said, "I can't say I didn't notice Carrie's problem."
My face went red. I felt exposed. I wanted to crawl under a rock and hide. My wife had humiliated me... once again.
"I know that I should have done something about it sooner instead, I kept making excuses for her. It was easier to rationalize, to blame the stress or someone else, or to convince myself that she would eventually want to give up drinking herself. It was easier than facing the truth," I said, trying to justify myself.
The pastor listened to me caringly, nodding slowly at my words.
"You are going through a challenging time, Ernie. I don't think you can get through it yourself."
"I came to the same conclusion," I said, cradling my head in my hands. "I'm so tired of this. I feel so alone."
"We ran an A.A. group in our church. You can bring Carrie to the next meeting," Pastor Marsden said, and gave me a pamphlet.
"I'm not sure if Carrie would be willing to come to the meetings. She is still in denial."
"Alcoholics use denial to avoid facing truths that they are unable to deal with. It's a common reaction."
"How do you help someone who doesn't want to be helped? You know the saying, 'You can lead a horse to the water, but you can't make him drink'."
He thought for a while.
"It's best to let Carrie know you care and to express that you are concerned for her health and well-being. Avoid judgment and accusations."
"Already done that. It didn't work. The last time I saw her I gave her an ultimatum."
The pastor leaned forward, his expression gentle. "An ultimatum can often push people away, Ernie. It might be helpful to approach this with a different strategy. Perhaps, focusing on how her drinking is affecting you or her job could be more effective. It's about expressing your feelings without blaming or accusing."
I sighed. "I did that. The last time I saw my wife, she was begging me not to leave her."
"What are you going to do?"
"Honestly, I don't know."
"I could talk to Carrie if you think that might help."
"Thank you, but I don't think it will. I'm not sure how receptive Carrie will be to what you have to say. She'll get mad at me for telling you and she'll still deny she has a problem. I just want things to go back to normal," I said, and sighed.
"I understand that, Ernie. But normal isn't always possible, especially when you are dealing with addiction. Remember, you're not alone in this. Many people have faced similar challenges and overcome them. I'm here for you, every step of the way."
I looked at the pastor, a glimmer of hope in my eyes. "Thank you. I do need help. I'm tired of this."
"Are you taking care of yourself?"
I twisted my mouth. "I haven't done much of that lately."
"Have you prayed?" He smiled and showed me his hands. "I have to ask; it comes with the job."
I nodded. A sad smile came to my lips.
"I've been too upset to pray. I feel God forgot about us. Where was God when Carrie was drinking herself to death?"
The pastor nodded slowly.
"A fair question. I can feel your pain. Also, your anger. It's understandable to feel angry, hurt, and abandoned by God amid such a troubled time. Your question, 'Where was God?' is one many have asked in their darkest hours. Sometimes, faith is about walking through the darkness and holding onto hope even when it's hard.
"God understands your pain, even when it feels like He's distant. Sometimes, the silence we experience can feel like absence. It's important to remember that God doesn't cause suffering, but He walks with us through it. This journey is difficult, and there are no easy answers. But know that you are not alone. I am here to listen, to support you, and to walk alongside you through this pain."
Pastor Marsden paused, allowing me to process these words.
"There is a support group for family members and friends. It's called Al-Anon. They meet every Thursday. It provides emotional support and guidance for people in your situation. They say sharing your experience with others who are going through similar challenges can be helpful. Hearing how others have coped can offer new perspectives."
"I'll think about it," I said, a hint of hesitation in my voice.
The pastor nodded understandingly. "There's no pressure, Ernie. Just know that the support is there when you're ready. In the meantime, I encourage you to read this book. It might offer some practical advice." He handed me a book from his shelf.
I took the book, feeling a weight lifting from my shoulders. "Thank you for listening. I appreciate your help. I do feel better."
"You're welcome, Ernie. Remember, I'm here for you, anytime. Let's schedule a follow-up in a week, to see how things are progressing."
As I stood up to leave, the pastor placed a hand on my shoulder. "You can do this. I'll be praying for you and your wife."



I walked out of the church, the cool air doing little to clear the fog in my mind. The weight of my problems then seemed lighter. I'd confessed my deepest fears to the minister, a man I'd always respected, but never truly opened up to before.
A wave of shame washed over me. I'd always prided myself on being strong. I was tired of being the strong one, the one who always held things together. I wanted to break down, to let it all out.
As I walked back home, I replayed the conversation in my head. Pastor Marsden had been kind and understanding, offering a path forward. But I couldn't shake the feeling of being lost in a maze. How could I convince Carrie to get help when she didn't believe she had a problem?
And what about me? I was tired, angry, and scared. I loved Carrie, but our life together was, lately, a mess. I thought about the support group. Maybe it was time to swallow my pride and look for help. After all, I had nothing to lose.
Walking into the driveway, I took a deep breath. I looked at the house, a symbol of our dreams and hopes for the future. Could our marriage survive?
Was I an idiot for staying with my alcoholic wife, instead of kicking her to the curb?
I felt there was no good choice here.
CHAPTER 5: CARRIE
The metallic scrape of Ernie's keys against the lock made me jump. My heart hammered against my ribs like a trapped bird.
I had donned Ernie's favorite dark blue lace dress, reserved for special occasions.
"Hey," I said. My whole body was shaking in fear.
"Hey," my husband said back. He was eyeing me like I was some sick, abused puppy he had rescued from the pound. "Are you sober enough to talk?"
His question startled me.
"What? Yes, of course." I tried to change the subject. "What do you want to eat?"
"I'm not hungry. We need to talk first," he replied and walked into the living room.
He had made a decision. I knew it. I went into panic mode.
"Ernie, please, don't leave me. I promise I'll change. I swear I'll stop drinking. Don't walk out on me. Don't give up on us--," my last words were barely a whisper.
I threw myself at his feet while I begged for his forgiveness. I was willing to do anything to save our marriage.
He looked down at me, and asked, "Answer me this, Carrie, do you think you have a drinking problem?"
My lips almost said what my mind was screaming to say-- "NO!", instead I simply nodded in agreement.
"Yes," I whispered because I knew it was the right thing to say.
Ernie offered me his hand and I took it.
I stооd up with my hеаd tilted down аlmоѕt іn а ѕtаnсе оf ѕubmіѕѕіоn.
My admission placated my husband somewhat.
"Carrie, I love you, but I can't take this anymore. I am at the end of my rope. Your promises are empty. It's time to take action," Ernie declared.
I was terrified. "Let me prove to you I'm serious. I'll do anything you want."
"What's happening between us is beyond our control. I'm not giving up on us yet, but we're in too deep alone, we need help," he continued.
"You're right, of course," I said, tears streaming down my face.
At that moment, I would say anything to save my marriage. I didn't want to stop drinking. I knew I could control it with a bit more effort... No! That was a lie. I was out of control. Ernie was right, I needed help, but I didn't want him to know how fucked up I actually was.
Ernie handed me a pamphlet.
"What is this?"
"There's an A.A. meeting at church, tonight," he said.
"Do you want me to go?" my heart skipped a beat.
Ernie looked at me. "Yes, but it won't do you any good if I force you. You have to choose to go voluntarily."
I was shivering. Things were happening too fast.
"I'm scared, baby. Truly scared," I confessed. "Would you go with me?"
He nodded. "I'll go with you to the first meeting. Then, you'll have to go on your own."
"Thank you. Thank you," my voice was shaking with emotion. I didn't deserve him.
"It might be a good idea if you talk with a psychologist, too."
"Ernie, I might have a drinking problem, but I'm not crazy," I protested.
"Carrie, you might not be crazy, but something is pushing you to drink your life away and you need to figure out what it is. Otherwise, you'll be drinking again in no time. I've been reading the pamphlet; alcoholism is an addiction. If we want to beat this, we need all the help we can get."
I was onboard as soon as he said 'we.'
Ernie sighed, and added, "This is not negotiable."
"Okay, Ernie. If you want me to go, I'll do it."
He shook his head vigorously, frustrated. "You don't understand. It's not for me, it's for you! It's not my life that is in danger, it's yours!"
"You're right. I'm sorry. I'm sorry for everything," I cried.
I chose, once again, to save my marriage. I knew I would be lost without my husband.
"I'll stop drinking, and I'll do it for me, but I need your help. I don't know if I'm strong enough to do it without you."
This time, I truly meant it. The voices in my head were by then screaming, "NO! NO! NO!"
"Let's hope you'll never have to find out," my husband said. "I hope with all my soul that you're serious about this, Carrie. Let me warn you that there is no future for us if you keep drinking."
I started crying again. The idea of losing Ernie was terrifying. He was the one person who truly loved me. My anchor in the stormy sea of my life. However, the idea of dealing with my demons without alcohol was also terrifying.
"I'll do it... I'll change... I promise... You won't regret giving me a second chance," I sobbed. My hands were shaking because, at that moment, I needed a drink badly.
His response was barely audible, just above a whisper. "I hope not."
I knew deep inside that I had issues to work on, but I was still blaming people, situations, and things in my past for my alcoholism.
"Before going to the meeting, we need to get rid of all the alcohol in the house," he said, with arms crossed on his chest. "And I mean all of it, including all your secret stash."
I did my best to look innocent.
"Don't look at me like this. A week ago, I had to use your mouthwash because my bottle was empty," he said, with a stern look on his face. "My tongue was very aware of what it was tasting."
I looked down, ashamed of myself. Under the watchful gaze of my husband, I brought every bottle of alcohol that I had hidden around the house and emptied them in the toilet.
I attended my first A.A. meeting that evening. Ernie came with me as he promised. I hadn't been inside a church in a long time.
Ernie parked the car by the side door of the church. A woman with graying hair was standing next to it, smoking.
"Are you new?" she asked, as Ernie and I walked up.
"Yes, my name is Carrie, and this is Ernie, my husband, we came for the A.A. meeting," I said.
"You are in the right place; my name is Cindy. Follow me."
The three of us walked downstairs to a lounge area, where roughly fifteen people were seated in a circle. All the dilapidated chairs were occupied. Someone got us metal folding chairs, and my husband and I sat next to each other. Knowing how nervous I was, Ernie held my hand the whole time. Bless him.
I was ready to listen and accept what they had to offer. I was willing to go to any lengths to get whatever they had and get well.
Cindy took a chair directly opposite us. A thin, older woman with reading glasses perched at the end of her beaky nose rang a bell. "Welcome everyone, my name is Sandra, and I'm an alcoholic. Is this anyone's first time at a meeting?" she asked.
I raised my hand.
"Welcome," she said, and everyone clapped. "The only requirement for A.A. membership is a desire to stop drinking."
People took turns reading out of a book, and Sandra announced that the members were going to take turns telling their addiction stories.
The first woman to speak had burned down her house in a drunken stupor. The man sitting next to her had gone to prison for hitting someone while driving drunk. A guy sitting a little further down went on benders and regularly woke up in a pool of urine. That one hit very close to home. I suspected they were from nearby towns because I didn't know any of them.
I heard some statements like-- "Ninety days sober... One day at a time... Get a sponsor... Get phone numbers."
"Hi, I'm Carrie," I said nervously. "I've been drinking too much. That's why I'm here. My husband Ernie is here to support me. I'm just going to listen tonight."
Cindy had told me I could say that if I wasn't ready to speak.
I was told I needed to take twelve steps.
Sandra pointed at a poster on the wall. It read:

	We admitted we were powerless over alcohol - that our lives had become unmanageable.
	Came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity.
	Made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood Him.
	Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.
	Admitted to God, to ourselves, and to another human being the exact nature of our wrongs.
	We're entirely ready to have God remove all these defects of character.
	Humbly asked Him to remove our shortcomings.
	Made a list of all persons we had harmed, and became willing to make amends to them all.
	Made direct amends to such people wherever possible, except when to do so would injure them or others.
	Continued to take personal inventory and when we were wrong promptly admitted it.
	Sought through prayer and meditation to improve our conscious contact with God as we understood Him, praying only for knowledge of His will for us and the power to carry that out.
	Having had a spiritual awakening as the result of these steps, we tried to carry this message to alcoholics and to practice these principles in all our affairs.


That was okay with me. It might take a week or so of concentration and some effort, but no problem. Bash through those steps, get a handle on my drinking, a little control, and I'd be ready to go again.
I heard Sandra ask, "Are you willing to go to any lengths to maintain your sobriety?"
Was I willing? I knew I was willing to try, but I wasn't sure if I would succeed. I had tried and failed in the past.
"Yes," I muttered, looking at my husband. He gave me an encouraging smile.
Sandra gave me a big book and suggested that I read it.
No matter what I thought of people in A.A., they had answers about staying sober that I didn't have.
After the meeting, I thanked Cindy for her help.
"You should get a sponsor," she told me.
"What's that?"
"A sponsor is someone with good sobriety, who you can call on when the desire to drink pops its ugly head up or just when you have a problem. I can be your temporary sponsor if you want, but take your time and pick someone, a woman you connect with."
"Okay. Thank you for the advice."
"You should get involved in the meetings regularly and get to know everyone. They all have their own story, but we are all here to get better and recover. I'm not saying A.A. is the answer for everybody, but it works for me."
"Okay," I said, in a non-committal tone. I wanted to attend a few meetings, go through those silly steps, and move on with my life.
We exchanged phone numbers and said our goodbyes.
Ernie and I walked to the car, and once inside, he patted me on the back and kissed me briefly on the lips. "Well done. I proud of you."
I felt warm all inside. I was going to do this for my husband. He deserved a better wife.
When I got home, I sat up until 2:30 in the morning reading the book. I fell asleep reading it.
CHAPTER 6: CARRIE
When I woke up, I felt like crap. Normally, I would have taken a few drinks to knock down any chance that a hangover might settle in. There were no alcoholic drinks left in the house, so I didn't.
As the day progressed, I felt worse and worse, I had a pulsating headache, and I was shivering and sweating. My body needed a drink, but my mind kept echoing what Ernie had told me. My husband was there with me, helping me in any way he could. I felt ashamed for what I had put him through in these last years.
That first night, I don't think I slept more than an hour. My dreams were filled with nightmares and awake I was filled with dread. I had the 'I'm-dying' dream. That one was horrible because I could feel my life-force spiral out of me, like a tornado in reverse, and I couldn't do anything to stop it. I knew I'd be saved if I woke up, but I couldn't.
I thought I was going to die. In my confused mind, I kept repeating to myself that I'd rather die while trying to get sober than live my life as a slave to alcohol.
I spent the weekend in the bedroom with the lights off and the blinds down. I lost count of how many times I went from the bed to the toilet. While I vomited, Ernie held my head and made sure I drank small sips of ice-cold water. My head was banging, and the nausea was not subsiding. I could barely keep fluids down.
Ernie talked with the town's doctor, and he gave him a prescription for anxiety medication, and I, finally, could get a much-needed rest.
Next Monday, I wasn't feeling any better, so I called in sick and explained that I had caught 'the flu'. I remember having overwhelming urges to drink. Honestly, if I wasn't so sick to go anywhere, I might have. I had to remind myself constantly why I quit drinking.
By Thursday, I was feeling well enough to go back to work.
Before leaving for work, Ernie said to me, "You can do it. Remember what it is at stake. Call me if you need help."
My boss took just one look at me, and said, "Carrie, you look pale as a ghost. Why don't you take until next week?"
"The doctor said I could work if I drank plenty of water and didn't push myself too hard," I lied.
"Okay, but if you don't feel well, let me know."
Somehow, I managed to finish that day without drinking and drove straight home.
Over the next few days, I felt stronger and more in control. I finished reading the book and started working on the first steps.
When next Saturday arrived, I attended my second A.A. meeting. Sandra asked me about my first week of sobriety, and I told the group about my days of shivering and vomiting.
"It was total hell," I admitted, after I had shared all the gory details of my detox. "The good thing is that I'm making remarkable progress with the twelve steps, and I am well into step four. I anticipate finishing that step in the next few days and proceed with the remaining steps within the next few weeks."
The group listening to my blathering, cocked their heads to one side, smiled, and said, "Oh, really?" as politely as you can imagine. Nobody laughed at me or told me I was stupid, crazy, and full of it.
They all hugged me and sincerely asked me to keep coming back.
I was filling my Styrofoam cup with coffee, when Cindy tapped me on the back and asked, "Do you have a sponsor yet?"
"No," I answered. "Will you sponsor me?"
Cindy was reluctant. "I'm already sponsoring someone else."
I begged her because I knew intuitively that she was the person I needed.
Finally, Cindy agreed to take me on.
"Listen, Carrie. I want you to shelve your fourth step until your head clears a little. Some people bash through the twelve steps and are drunk again in a short while. They sober up again, only to repeat the same mistake with more impatience than before, with the same dire consequences. They repeat the same pattern until they finally give up on treatment and conclude that A.A.'s twelve steps don't work.
"Sobriety is a marathon, not a sprint. Start small. Do the first thing. Do the next thing. Remember the work you do on the first thing transfers to the next thing. It is better if you don't try to do everything at once. Remember our motto, 'One day at a time'."
"Okay, I just want to get well and leave all this in the past."
She smiled at me. "Aww, sweetie, you will be an alcoholic even after you stop drinking. Alcoholism is a chronic condition, meaning it is a lifelong struggle that requires ongoing management and vigilance, even during periods of sobriety."
"Am I always going to be 'sick'? Will I always be an addict, always in recovery from an incurable... disease?"
"Don't think of yourself as being in recovery from illness. Think of yourself as being on a mission to recover the truest version of you."
"What do you mean?"
"Quitting drinking is just the baseline of sobriety for me. What being sober means for me is better relationships, a better sense of self, better sex, better boundaries, better skin, more money, more time, more joy, and more love. It's given me purpose and fullness, and it means I have a lifetime ahead of me to evolve."
"I like the sound of that."
"Do you have time? I'd like to tell you about myself."
"Sure."
We sat down, and Cindy told me she was working a part-time job at the mall. She had moved back to Middletown with her parents after her husband divorced her. Her mother had kicked her ass to church and dragged her to the first A.A. meeting. When she had threatened Cindy, to call Social Services and take her daughter away from her if she didn't clean up her act, Cindy knew it was serious.
"That was five years ago, I've been sober since then," she said.
I had seen her around, but I never knew she was an alcoholic. She was older than me and had a teenage daughter.
Next week, I called Cindy every day --because she insisted-- and her mother usually answered the phone. "Cynthia!" she'd scream. "Pick up the phone!" She'd chuck the receiver, clunk, clunk, clunk, onto the kitchen table, and I'd hear footsteps, arguing, more footsteps, and then Cindy would answer.
Cindy's mother would continue talking to her in the background while Cindy tried to talk to me until Cindy would scream, "Mom! You know I'm on the damned phone! Shut it!"
I continued attending the meetings. But each meeting, I went to confirm my belief that everyone else's drinking was way worse than mine. Sadly, I was proven wrong.
"My dad bought me a new car," a twenty-year-old boy with slicked-blonde hair and crotch-hugging jeans laughed. "I got drunk, took the keys, got it up to one-ten, one-twenty, slowed down to take a corner, and BAM! This tree jumps out in front of me. I was in the hospital, all fucked up for weeks."
A middle-aged man with a potbelly, named Floyd, leaned back in his chair and scratched his face. "You think that was bad? I totaled my Harley and was in a coma for a month. Got a plate in my head." He tapped his skull with his fingertips.
A bottled blonde with long nails cleared her throat, and said, "About a week before I started coming to meetings, I wanted to drink," she began. "I didn't have any liquor in the house, but I had half a bottle of cooking sherry. It tasted like shit, but I drank it. I'm sick of not drinking."
"I loved cooking sherry," the guy sitting next to me said. "Drank it all the time at my sister's because she'd hide the booze whenever I came over."
Next Friday, I had a very stressful day at work. I couldn't meet an impossible deadline and my boss was being unreasonable blaming me for the delay. When I finally left my workplace, I was fuming and needed a drink to give my mood a boost.
The voices in my head were yelling, "They are going to fire you! You can't meet a simple deadline!"
"Just one drink," I promised to myself.
I sent a message to my husband, "I'm meeting with Cindy for a coffee. Don't wait on me for supper."
I went to my old watering hole and sat on a stool. The barman remembered me. "Are you going to drink your life away again? If so, I need your car keys and your husband's phone."
I shook my head, "Just one drink this time. I'm trying to clean up my act."



The barman looked at me, shrugged, and asked, "Okay. What do you want to drink?"
"A vodka martini," I said out of habit.
"All right. Coming right up!"
A few minutes later, I was nursing my drink and telling him one sad-sack drunkard's story after another.
"I'm not like those people," I said. "I developed a bad drinking pattern, and I broke it."
I had all kinds of arguments, objections, and reasons why I shouldn't quit drinking.
I picked up my glass and forced the rest of my drink down with no hesitation.
It tasted fabulous.
CHAPTER 7: ERNIE
Walking through the doors of my first Al-Anon meeting, I was nervous. I resisted going at first, after all, Carrie was the one with the drinking problem, not me.
It was my sister, Kendra, who talked me into attending the meetings. Someone at her workplace was going through a similar situation and said Al-Anon had been enormously helpful.
I thought they would tell me how to fix Carrie. In a way, they did. But the group was about prioritizing self-care to maintain our mental and emotional health. During my first meeting, I heard, over and over, that "in this program, the focus is on you."
The group was led by a man named, Marshall Tucker. He was in his thirties and was a farmer. I had visited his stand many times at the farmer's market.
"This meeting is a safe place to share our feelings. We learn that we're not the only ones whose point of view has been twisted by the strain of living with the effects of someone else's drinking. We listen to other people's stories, and learn from their experience."
I sat at the back, with my arms crossed, and listened to the participants share their stories with openness and searing honesty. A few did resonate with me. At least, I wasn't the only sucker. Other people were going through the same shitty situation as me. I felt less alone. I was in the right place.
"Many of us develop unhealthy ways of responding to our loved one's alcoholism. Some of you might think you can 'save them'," Marshall said, making air quotes.
Several heads nodded in approval.
"We tried to handle the problem yourselves, rather than turning to professionals. We tried to be understanding or delivered ultimatums that rarely worked," he went on. "We did anything in your power to get them to stop drinking. The thing is you cannot let or not let the alcoholic drink. If they really want to they will."
"Some of you make it possible for the drinking to continue --by denying that they have a problem, by making excuses to family and friends about their drinking, by calling in sick to work for them when they are hungover, and so on."
He made a pause to let his words sink in.
"Alcoholics are good at playing with our minds. They can convince us that their drinking problem is all in our mind, or that we are overreacting."
"That's what my wife says all the time," a man with a big mustache chimed in. 'Stop nagging me! I don't drink that much'. Why do they deny they need help?"
"Well, there are many reasons, but the main one is that they don't like feeling helpless and out of control," Marshall explained. "Another reason is they don't believe they have a problem. They will say things like, 'Oh, that's just a personality trait' or 'Everyone in my family drinks like this', 'I can handle it', 'I can quit at any time'. We know better."
Several heads bobbed again.
"What can we do?" asked a guy with a long beard and a big round belly. They had introduced themselves, but I had forgotten their names.
"Setting boundaries is very important for their recovery. I know this because I had to learn how to set healthy boundaries with everyone, including myself. If we want to help them, we must stop enabling our loved ones and stop allowing them to ignore their situation."
Marshall was right. I had been doing a lot of things to hide Carrie's problem from others, or help her overcome the consequences of her drinking.
"The most common way we attempt to make them change is the direct approach-- 'You must stop drinking or... else'." He looked around and asked, "How many of you tried this tactic?"
I raised my hand. I looked around and most of the hands were up, too.
"The problem with this approach is that we assume they can change their behavior if they wish," he let out a short laugh. "Most alcoholics will promise you the world while deep inside they continue to deny they are alcoholics. These promises are seldom kept for long."
A blonde guy raised his hand. "She knows if she drinks, or really gets drunk, I really will split."
Marshall looked at him. "Really? Listen to yourself. 'IF she really gets drunk?' She shouldn't be drinking at all!"
"The problem with ultimatums," Marshall kept saying, "is you have to follow through with them. Everyone knows that. Otherwise, you're a joke."
The guy nodded slowly, his pale cheeks colored red, and looked down.
"What we need to understand is that alcoholism is an addiction. They are sick and need professional help through support groups like Alcoholics Anonymous, and therapy. That's the only way out of hell. But they need to seek the help they need because they want it, not because we force them. They must fix themselves, just as we must learn to fix ourselves."
"There's nothing wrong with me!" a big guy blurted out. "It's my wife who needs to be fixed, not me. I thought you were going to help me fix her."
"Sorry, Chris, but that's not why we are here. The focus is on us."
"A short leash and zero tolerance is what she needs," he growled, and stormed out of the meeting, slamming the door behind him.
I could relate to his anger, but I could also understand what Marshall said. No one can do anything for you when it's your mindset that's trapping you.
Then, it was my turn to talk. Or so I felt. It was a humbling experience. | had to open up in front of all of those strangers and admit that my life was virtually a nightmare rather than the perfect picture that I wanted it to be.
"Welcome," said Marshall, when I finished.
"I still don't know what to do about my marriage. What if my wife's change doesn't last? What if Carrie keeps drinking herself to death?" I asked.
Marshall looked at me, and said, "You can't make decisions for your wife. You can only make decisions about your own life. If that happens, you may decide that's the end of the road for you two. If you choose that, you'll do it with a solid heart, knowing you did everything in your power to help her, but she didn't want to help herself."
"Thank you, I think I get the idea," I said. I could see the wisdom behind Marshall's words, but I still had doubts. I was pretty sure I'd feel like a rat abandoning the ship when it was sinking. The problem was that, if Carrie started drinking again, she would pull me down with her, and nothing good would come from that.
Marshall went on, "This is not a decision that you should make from an emotionally reactive place. I know it's hard, but you have to think through this logically and objectively. Make a good, old-fashioned pros-and-cons list."
"What percentage of alcoholics recover?" I asked.
Marshall looked at me, wet his lips, and said, "According to the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, about thirty-six percent of people suffering from alcoholism recover. Around sixty percent of people who are sober for two years remain that way."
I frowned. "Odds are not in our favor."
"No, they are not. Look, I grew up in a wild and crazy home of alcohol addiction. My father was from Middletown. He fell in love with a tourist. They partied all summer long. My grandmother didn't like her, she said the girl was after my father's money. So, my father and his girlfriend eloped. Sadly, my grandmother was right. She was not only a gold digger, but an alcoholic, and she dragged my father down with her. He was disowned. By nine years old, I regularly went looking through the closets and cabinets and poured out the contents of any bottle or beer can I found. Then, I returned the empty cans and bottles to their spots. Man, I tell you it's amazing I didn't end up in the streets. I'm not sharing this for wanting a pity party, I'm telling it because I want you to know that you can beat the odds."
Would I divorce Carrie if she started drinking again? I'd like to think I would, for my own sanity, but the truth was I wasn't sure. I loved her too much.
I wasn't sure Carrie was convinced she needed help. I didn't know if she would succeed. I knew she didn't want me to divorce her. Would that fear be enough to keep her sober and for her to seek help?
"I'm sorry, Ernie, but there are no magic solutions, only hard work, and patience. If you want to help your loved one, be supportive, encourage her to attend the meeting and set clear boundaries to protect yourself," Marshall concluded. "No more enabling."
I thanked him for his words.
A young guy, chewing gum, asked, "You told us to be supportive, can you be more specific?"
"Of course, you can support her recovery by encouraging healthy habits, such as regular exercise, a balanced diet, and engaging in activities that promote overall well-being like hiking or riding your bikes. Participate in these activities together, to strengthen your bond and show your commitment to a healthier lifestyle. Of course, no alcohol in the house."
We were introduced to the Al-Anon handbook 'One Day at a Time', which contained a reading for each day of the year.
I bought my copy and started each morning with the day's reading.
Overall, I felt better about myself. Then, at least, I was doing something, instead of just complaining.
That night at home, I wrote down my pros-and-cons list.
I started with the cons:
> I was not as attracted to Carrie as I had been when we got married. I didn't like the person she had become.
> In the last year, we had been constantly fighting, and screaming. We were not communicating at all. We didn't have much of a marriage.
> We didn't have a social life anymore. Would she start drinking again if we gathered with friends? Would our old friends even consider inviting us to a social event again?
> We still had a sex life, but it was just sex. Nothing more. There was no more losing ourselves in the act of lovemaking.
> Luckily, we had no kids to consider, but was I willing to take the risk to have and raise kids with an alcoholic?
> There always was the risk of a potential relapse. Once an alcoholic, always an alcoholic?
Except for the last two items on my list, I had to admit Carrie had been making a great effort to change during the last weeks, and some of the cons I wrote were not an issue for right then.
On the pro list, I wrote down:
> Alcoholism is an addiction, an illness. I made a vow to stay through sickness and health.
> Carrie loved me to death. I loved her just as much.
> Carrie seemed committed to change. She had acknowledged her issues and was taking steps to fix them. She was religiously attending A.A. meetings, and talking with her sponsor. She still had to find a therapist.
> She felt bad about the problems she had caused me and was genuinely remorseful.
Was Carrie worth staying for? So far, the answer was a sounding yes.
However, I didn't see any future for us if she relapsed. I wouldn't stay married to drunk. Through all our marriage, I had been my wife's caregiver and enabler. No more.
CHAPTER 8: CARRIE
As soon as I finished my drink, I looked at the empty glass and panicked. Oh my God, what had I done?
Then, the truth hit me like a freight train. I was truly an alcoholic! My marriage was hanging by a thread because of my drinking, and I had just had one! I was ready to drink my life away. The demon inside me was growling for more alcohol.
Then, the voices started, "You don't deserve to be married to your husband"; "You can't stay sober for more than a month."
The reality finally registered in my mind. I wasn't any better than those people at A.A. I did have a problem. I did need help.
I let out a loud cry, paid my tab, and ran out of the bar as fast as I could.
"What have I done? What have I done?" I sobbed, as I walked to a nearby park. "Ernie is going to divorce me! God, no, please!"
A pang of overwhelming guilt came over me. I started hitting my head with my hand and chanted, "Stupid! Stupid! Stupid!"
The urge to drink was so strong I sat down on a bench, broke down and cried. In desperation, I took out my phone, called Cindy, and told her what had happened. When I finished, the phone was shaking in my hand.
I was afraid of what Cindy would say. However, she didn't chastise me.
"Okay. How bad is it, really? Are you drunk? Do you need a ride?"
"I truly had just one vodka martini. One! I swear! Then, I freaked out and ran out of the bar."
"Calm down. It's not that bad. The last time I relapsed, I attempted suicide because I couldn't bear to lose my six-year-old daughter to Social Services. Do you have plans to go totally off the deep end?"
"No, but how many recovering alcoholics do you know, who plan to start drinking again?" I asked.
"Okay, point taken, but you are fully committed to not letting that happen."
"To be honest, half an hour ago I wasn't convinced I had a problem. But I am now."
"Better late than never. Stay away from bars. And stay away from the people you used to drink with. That was my downfall. Do you have any alcohol in your office?"
"Not anymore." I had emptied all my bottles the first day I came back to work.
"Good. Walk back to your office and stay there until you are clear to drive. I'll stay on the phone with you. Don't beat yourself up. Wipe the slate clean and move on."
I started walking back to the office. Tears fell silently down. I felt like crap.
"What if I start drinking again?" I might as well get my worst fear out in the open. "I've only been sober for a few weeks, Cindy. What if I can't stay sober? Oh, my God, Ernie is going to divorce me," I sobbed.
"Carrie, calm down! Take a deep breath and exhale slowly. You can't live your life in the what-ifs. We'll deal with that IF it happens. You are in training and learning a new skill, and you need to give yourself the space to try and fail, and try again; the way you would with any other great endeavor you attempt. Practicing sobriety is exactly as it sounds; it's like any other thing you need to learn. You start where you are, you try, and if you fail or miss the mark--instead of beating yourself up, or telling yourself you're a weak-willed piece of crap and always will be--you remember that success is built on failure. I believe in you, and I think you can do it."
"I wish I had the same faith in me that you have. I'm a disaster right now." Tears fell on my desk. Good thing I was alone at the office.
"Take it easy. You are not alone. We won't let fall as long as you keep fighting. We have a saying, 'We A.A.s all carry umbrellas that we put up over each other'. I believe in you."
Her faith in me made me cry again.
"You need to find new ways to deal with your stress," Cindy advised me.
"When I left the office today all I could think of was having a drink to relax," I mumbled. "Old habits die hard."
"Then, make new ones. Are you seeing a counselor, Carrie?"
"No, not yet. I've been postponing it."
"It would be a good idea if you start. When I gave up drinking, and the weeks of sobriety turned into months, I began to think a lot about stuff that I had interred, long ago, in the depths of my consciousness. I became aware that most of the sad or painful life experiences that had occurred earlier on in my life had never been 'dealt with' - instead of feeling emotional pain, living it, working through it, and then moving forward, I had just drunk those emotions away, blotting them out like an eclipsed sun. I had, effectively, never known true pain."
"Ernie did ask me to seek help."
"You should listen to your husband. I know a psychologist who has treated some people from our group. He works mainly with married couples, but he has experience with alcoholics, too. His name is Yaron Beilinson. Don't let the way he looks fool you, the guy is a genius. I'm sending you his number right now."
"Okay, I'll give him a call. God knows that I need all the help I can get. Talking about that, do I tell my husband what happened?"
"Yes, Carrie. You must. Never lie to him. He'll see right through your lies and you'll lose his trust."
"How do I do that? Oh, Cindy, I'm so scared! Our relationship is already on thin ice," I started crying again.
"The best way of coming clean is simply, to be honest. Tell him exactly what you did. The key here is to just say it-- don't overthink it and don't downplay it."
For the next hour, Cindy gave up whatever she was doing to talk to me.
I took a deep breath. "Okay, I'm more in control now. Thank you, for being there for me."
"Any time, Carrie."

++00++

When I got home, Ernie was already making dinner.
"Are you all right, Carrie? You seem distressed," Ernie said. His brow furrowed.
"Yeah, sorry. Something happened. Please sit down."
"What was it?" he said, taking a seat.
"Nothing I want to talk about. Mind your own business," the demon inside me snarled.
"I had one drink after work," I confessed, my face burning with embarrassment. "It was just one drink, I swear."
I could see the disappointment in my husband's face. "Aww, Carrie." He looked into my eyes searchingly, and said, "You don't look wasted."
"That's because it was only one," I said, placing my right hand on my heart. "As soon as I realized what I had done I called Cindy immediately. You can call her if you want. You can call the bar and talk with the bartender. I'm not lying. Ernie, I love you and I want to change."
He looked at me and I held his gaze. I was shaking all over.
"To be honest, I don't like it," he said, twisting his mouth. "I don't like it one bit."
"I know I disappointed you, I'm disappointed with myself, too. I thought I was stronger. Now, I realize I truly need help. It was a mistake. I'm sorry I let you down," I sat on his lap and put my arms around his neck. "I am really trying, Ernie. Please, don't give up on me."
He looked into my eyes, and he saw nothing but resolve there.
"I've never given up on you, Carrie, and I won't as long as you don't give up on yourself. I will do everything I can to help you. I'm not happy, but you did good confessing it to me."
I kissed him so hard that we almost fell back.
"I don't deserve you, my wonderful, amazing husband. You've always been my rock," I said, kissing him all over his face.
"You're stronger than you give yourself credit for."
"I don't feel very strong right now. I've wanted one... badly. A couple of times I almost caved, but I was able to walk away. Today I was weak."
"What happened today? Why couldn't you walk away?"
"Nothing out of the ordinary. It was a stressful day at work, and I just needed to unwind a little bit and I did what I used to do-- drink."
He frowned.
"What I did was out of habit. I've been self-medicating with alcohol most of my life. When I realized what I had done I walked away and called my sponsor," I repeated.
I didn't want to tell him about the voices.
"What did Cindy say to you?"
"She advised me to wipe the slate clean and start over. And not to beat myself over this. Sobriety takes practice."
He nodded looking into my misty eyes again. I was hoping Ernie could see I was genuinely remorseful.
"Well, as long as you keep walking the right path, Carrie, and working on yourself, I'll be right at your side."
I let out a sigh of relief.
"Thanks, hon. I know it has been hell lately because of my drinking. But I'm working on it. I already called a shrink and made an appointment."



That caught his attention.
"That's good. I'm glad to hear that."
"Cindy says this psychologist has helped some people from my A.A. group."
The frown in Ernie's brow finally disappeared and he smiled at me. I loved his smile. "Another step in the right direction."
We talked a lot that evening. Like we hadn't done in years.
Finally, I batted my eyelashes and said, "Why don't we go to bed? I know a way to take the stress out of me that doesn't involve alcohol."
Ernie took my hand and led me to the bedroom. It'd been too long since we took our time making love, and it was wonderful.
CHAPTER 09: ERNIE
Trust is the foundation of any relationship. But what happens when that trust is broken?
I still had an army of defense mechanisms up when it came to my alcoholic wife. I knew that if we had a chance to make it, I had to fight through all my defenses.
"Don't beat yourself up, Ernie. You're not an idiot for being deceived. It happened to the best of us," Marshall told me, at our next Al-Anon meeting.
Several guys agreed with him.
"We can easily be deceived by the people closest to us. We are not looking for them to be lying or hiding things from us, unless it happened in the past."
"Well, it happened, and now I am aware that she is an alcoholic and she lied to me about it throughout our marriage. She said she had one drink, but I'm having a hard time believing her. And even if she truly had just one, how do I know she is not going to start drinking again?" I asked.
"You don't. She came to you instead of hiding it. It should earn your wife some points."
I nodded slowly.
"Did you check with her sponsor and the bartender?"
"No, I didn't."
"Why not?"
"Because she looked sincere when she told me."
"So, you chose to believe her."
"Yeah, I guess I did," I said, twisting my mouth.
"Why are you second guessing then?"
"Because I don't want to be a trusting fool again," I blurted out. "I'm supporting her, and she is getting wasted behind my back."
"Do you think this is what is happening?"
"No," I reluctantly admitted.
"Well, you could go down into the rabbit hole, Ernie," Marshall said, looking at me. "But there is nothing good there."
I frowned. "What do you mean?"
"You check on your wife all the time. Install an app on her phone to find where she is. Search the house for hidden drinks... I think you get the idea."
I nodded. "Yeah. Maybe, if I had done that before we would not be here."
"Maybe. Maybe not. The thing is, if your wife wants to start drinking again, she'll do it now matter what you do to prevent it. It's not healthy and it won't help you or your wife. You will make yourself crazy. Trust me, there is nothing good in there. If she starts drinking again, you'll know it without doing any of that."
"So, I do nothing?"
"Do exactly what you have been doing. Support your wife in her recovery. Be patient, and create a safe space for her to share her feelings without judgment. Be compassionate. For what you told us, she is making a real effort."

++0++

It took me some time to leave Carrie off the hook. I was still suspicious and angry with her and what she had put me through.
One day, I screamed at Carrie for no good reason at all.
"I'm sorry, I shouldn't have yelled at you," I apologized immediately. "I have a lot on my plate lately, and I took it with you."
"You are carrying a lot of anger," Carrie said to me, sorrow suffused her face. "I've noticed. Not that I am blaming you. You have every right to be angry with me."
"Not as much as I used to be, but, yes, I carry a lot of anger and fears," I admitted. "Just to be clear, I'm angry with the situation, not you."
She nodded slowly. "A situation of my own making."
"I'm equally responsible. I was in denial for a long time, and I enabled your drinking, making excuses for your behavior," I lowered my voice. "I feel like an idiot. You kept getting drunk and I kept making excuses for your drinking."
She lowered her head, and whispered, "Don't be so hard on yourself. I deserve anything you want to say to me. I'm not the wife you thought I would be. I am angry with myself for what I put you through."
"Being angry doesn't help any of us."
Carrie took my face in her hands, and kissed me lovingly. "You are the best man and the best husband in the whole universe. You stick with me when you should have kicked my ass to the curb. You have no idea how grateful I am for your love and your support."
Her eyes were getting misty. I hugged my wife against my chest.
"I'm working on letting go of my anger. It's still a work in progress. My sponsor said my feelings are mine and I have a right to feel them. But I don't have the right to be verbally abusive. I shouldn't have snapped at you. I'm sorry. I don't want to be angry. It's just sometimes... everything that happened is... too much to bear," I pressed my lips together and gritted my teeth.
"I understand," my wife said, her eyes bright and clear.
She was working hard to hold back her tears. Even so, she smiled at me.
"When I look at you and what you have achieved," I said, holding her hand. "The anger is replaced with a kind of tenderness, a need to support you in any way."
"Aww, Ernie, I don't deserve you! It was you who pulled me out of the darkness and guided me into the light." Tears started falling down her cheeks. "Thank you is a small word for all that you have done for me. I love you so much, my beloved husband."
We kissed and hugged for a long, long time.
We sat down on the couch, holding hands, and talked about A.A. and Al-Anon; about staying sober, tough love, and personal growth.
We talked way into the night; we both needed to sleep, but we just couldn't seem to stop talking.
I looked up some slow songs on my playlist on Spotify, held out my hand, and asked, "Would you dance with me, gorgeous?"
"It would be my pleasure, handsome."
We danced a few slow dances-- it was pure wonder to be dancing again. Cheek to cheek. Heart to heart. Once again, we spent the night playing with each other, thoroughly enjoying our bodies, touching into the night.
Carrie kept repeating, "This is life."
How true.
In the morning, our banter continued over coffee and breakfast. We were enchanted by the rebirth of our wonderful and joyous habit of conversation.
CHAPTER 10: CARRIE
I checked the therapist's website to make sure he took my insurance. His webpage was full of testimonies of happy couples thanking him for saving their marriages.
Finally, the day of my first session with Yaron Beilinson arrived. I knew I was expected to spill my guts and tell him all my deepest, darkest secrets, and that made me nervous. I had a lot of those.
I entered the office and sat down in the waiting room.
The idea that someone could understand why I was the way I was was so foreign to me that I didn't believe that therapy would work for me.
A couple came out of the room, shook hands with the therapist, and left. Yaron was younger than I expected, perhaps thirty, and he looked like a hippie.
"Hello, you must be Carrie, welcome. Is Carrie okay or do you prefer Mrs. Edwards?" Yaron offered me his hand, and I shook it. He had a kind smile and a soothing voice.
"That's me, and Carrie is fine," I said.
"Come on in. We'll take care of the paperwork later, follow me," Yaron said before heading into the room. "I know you must be anxious to tell me your story."
"No, not really," I grimaced.
He laughed. "Not the first time I've hear that. No need to look so frightened," he said.
I smiled weakly.
I followed the hippie therapist into a large room. I expected to see the typical shrink sofa thing, but there wasn't one. There wasn't a desk either.
Each wall boasted a different mural, and if I wasn't mistaken, they were trying to celebrate the four elements. Big letters were spelling the word LOVE painted in each one of them.
The room had a relaxing feel to it. There were a lot of plants, and soft instrumental music was playing in the background. It was some kind of relaxing tune with nature sounds.
There was a circle of pillows on one side of the room. A wooden coffee table sat off to the side with bottled water and a box of tissues.
A lot of pictures of happy couples smiling at the camera hung on one of the walls around a mirror.
"Please take a seat, Carrie."
"A seat where?" I asked, looking around.
"You can sit on the pillows, or we could use the chairs," Yaron said pointing at a couple of comfy-looking chairs in one corner of the room. "I find sitting on pillows creates a more relaxed atmosphere."
"Okay, I'll try the pillows, then."
"First things first. The relationship between a therapist and his patient requires a sacred trust for any change to occur. Everything you say here won't leave this room. Nothing you can share will shock me. I'm here to help you, not to judge you."
"Sounds good to me," I said, I had had enough judgment in my life.
"So, Carrie, how can I help you?"
"Around a month and a half ago, I'd have said that I'm here mostly at my husband's insistence. He was concerned about my drinking, but I wasn't convinced I had a problem. Now, I'm starting to realize that I do need help."
"What made you change your mind?"
"Last Friday, I had a very stressful day at work. So, I did what I usually do to take the stress out of me-- I went to a bar and had a drink. After the first drink, I realized what I was doing. I mean, Ernie, that's my husband's name, was ready to divorce me if I didn't stop drinking and there I was drinking again. Ready to throw my life and my marriage away for a drink! Something is wrong with me!"
"I see. What did you do?"
"I ran out of the bar, called my sponsor, and confessed everything to my husband."
He nodded. "Did he kick you out?"
"No, he didn't. He was more understanding than I deserved," I said, and looked at the floor.
"Why do you think you don't deserve to be loved and cared for?"
Ouch! He could have punched me in the face, and it would have felt the same way his question did.
"I-I don't know." I gulped several times.
"Oh, I'm sure you do, but we won't go there for now."
I let out a sigh of relief.
"When you called me, you told me you got my number from Cindy. Are you attending A.A. meetings?" Yaron asked.
"Yes, I am."
"That's good. Before that one drink you had, did you stay sober?"
"Yes."
"What expectations do you have of these therapy sessions?
"I honestly don't know. I hope they help me to stop drinking."
"Well, therapy is not magic. I wish I could wave my wand and make all your issues disappear. Sadly, you'll have to do all the heavy lifting. My role here is to help you to face your demons and give you the tools to beat them. To quit drinking is like fighting the symptoms, but not the disease. To truly heal, we need to look at the root cause."
I shivered from head to toe. "Can't we leave my demons in the past? Under a ton of rocks, maybe?"
He looked at me with a knowing smile. "Can you? Aren't they the reason for your drinking?"
Ouch again!
"Tell me about your relationship with alcohol?"
"Well, I think it started in college. I have numbed myself with alcohol since then. I tried to quit several times, but failed." My voice cracked, tears welling in my eyes. Shame crept up my neck and over my cheekbones. "Are you sure you can fix me? I'm quite a mess."
"Do you want to fix yourself?"
"Yes! That's why I'm here."
"Carl Jung said, 'People will do anything, no matter how absurd, to avoid facing their own souls'. Is it working for you? Does the numbness last, or does it come back, stronger than before?"
I stared at the floor, tears spilling over. Yaron offered me a tissue from a small box, and I took it.
"It always comes back. Drinking helped me feel confident like I fit in, and gave me a sense of belonging. Alcohol helped me temporarily get past my internal thoughts."
Yaron leaned forward and whispered, "What do those voices say?"
"That I'll never be good enough. That I have no worth," I breathed out. That was it. I had said it. At that moment, I felt like an empty piece of inconsequential shit.
Yaron reached out, placing a gentle hand on mine.
"Good enough for whom?" he muttered in a whisper.
"My father..." As soon as the words came out of my mouth, I knew they were true. A cold shiver ran down my spine. "I'll never be good enough for my father."
I began to weep loudly.
Yaron waited until my tears stopped.
I dabbed my eyes with a tissue. Yaron was looking at me with an understanding smile.
"We are making progress here. We'll go back to your father another time in another session, Carrie. I think you're still not ready to talk about him. I'll give you time to process this."
I couldn't agree more with him. The need for a drink was growing and growing.
"Thank you," I croaked.
"It's time to find a different way to deal with these feelings of never being enough. A way that doesn't rely on a crutch."
"Sounds good to me."
He studied me for a whole minute. "I believe in you, Carrie. You're strong and capable. You can face these emotions and succeed. I'll help you do that. We'll fight side by side. We are a team now. Team Carrie." He gave me a reassuring smile.
I met Yaron's gaze, a flicker of hope glimmered amidst the tears. For the first time, I didn't see judgment, only understanding and the possibility of a different path.
"You have two paths in front of you. You can go on like you have, using alcohol to numb yourself, or you can dig deep into your soul, so the process of healing can begin. The choice is yours. Do I turn left or right? Do I try to preserve the status quo or move into uncharted territory and heal? Spoiler alert-- therapy will only work if you walk into uncharted territory, out of your comfort zone, to slay your demons. So, what do you want to do?"
"I don't want to feel this pain anymore. I want to be in control of my life. I don't want to lose my husband."
He smiled. "Those are great goals. Right now, you are on a rollercoaster of extreme emotions. You were forced to make changes, but they'll only stick if you want it. If you make a temporary change, your success will also be temporary."
"I understand. When I quit drinking, I wasn't ready to admit I had a problem. I was in denial as they say in A.A. The problem is that I tried to quit drinking before and failed. I tried... and tried... and tried... and I failed. What if this is the way I am?"
I began to weep again.
"Why do you think you've failed in the past?"
I shrugged. "I don't know. Because I am a freaking failure as a person?"
Yaron became serious. "Don't say that! From now on, I want you to say only positive things to yourself. 'I can change', 'I can do this', 'I'm strong enough to stay sober and beat my addiction'. Repeat those sentences like a mantra even if you don't think it is true. They will help you to build up your self-esteem and confidence."
"I don't have much self-esteem left right now."
"That's understandable. You've lived for years in a type of darkness; this is your chance to come out of that and claim this life and make it your own. The decision is yours. You hold all the control in your hands."
"I don't feel in control. I am powerless over alcohol; I am powerless over my demons. My life became unmanageable because I could not fix it."
"You are in control," he said, marking every word. "You quit drinking. You are attending A.A. meetings. And, of course, you are here to work on the underlying reasons for your drinking." He was counting with his fingers as he spoke. "You ARE in charge."
I never expected therapy would be like this. I envisioned myself lying on a couch, spilling my guts, getting a prescription for some happy pills, and being sent on my way.
"But, back to the reason why you failed in the past, I want to offer you a possible answer."
"I'm all ears."
"You failed because you tried to do it on your own."
I considered what Yaron said for a few minutes. "Well, Ernie said I needed help. I always thought he meant I was a gentle way of saying I was fucked up."
Yaron laughed at that.
"I have some homework for you. I want you to write a list of all the people that you can count on no matter what the circumstances. The ones who are willing to fight at your side."
"It's going to be a very short list. My husband, of course. My sponsor and..." I stopped there. I felt so pathetic.
"You can add my name to the list if you want."
I nodded. "Thank you."
Yaron stood up, took off a mirror from the wall, grabbed it on the side frames, and sat back. "Let's try an exercise."
He held the mirror up, so it became level with my eyes. "Tell me what you see."
I looked at my reflection and I was startled and gasped. The pain flickered in my eyes. The woman in the mirror looked strange to me. Last time I checked, I was a young, vibrant woman. I was enthusiastic and full of life. I was shocked to see the real me.
I looked so old. I had wrinkles around my eyes, deep under eye hollows, and prematurely aged skin. My face seemed lifeless, and my lips looked grey, despite the lipstick. I was looking at a very sad woman.
How could I not have noticed these significant changes?
"Carrie, meet Carrie," he said.
I kept watching the woman in the mirror. Touching my cheeks, my eyes, and my nose.
"Now, look at that woman in the mirror and say: 'I forgive you'."
I looked at my therapist as if he was crazy, and he nodded, knowingly.
"You need to forgive yourself for having been so unkind to yourself. Start treating yourself with self-love and kindness."
"I feel I'm not worthy of forgiveness. I lied to my husband and I made our lives a living hell. I was raised to strive for perfection, as if being perfect was a worthier calling than the quest to be whole. I tried so very hard my entire life to be a good girl, a perfect daughter, and yet I never could quite get there. I can barely stand to watch my reflection in the mirror. That woman ruined her life!"
Yaron smiled. "I understand you are not ready to forgive yourself now. But one day, you'll have to. Hating yourself for what you did won't help your recovery. Focus on the positive things in your life."
I snorted. "Like what?"
Yaron tapped his chin with his finger. "Well, let me see. You have a husband who loves you enough to stay with you and help in your recovery. You have a job. You are attending A.A. meetings and turning your life around. You found a new friend in your sponsor... Oh, and you have a great therapist."
We both laughed at that.
He raised one eyebrow. "Do I need to go on?"
I shook my head. I knew Yaron was right, but the voices in my head kept saying that I didn't deserve any of this and I told him so.
"Every time, a negative thought comes to your mind, I want you to visualize the person who loves you more than anyone."
I gulped the lump in my throat, and said, "That would be Ernie, my husband. I don't know why he put up with me."
"What would Ernie say to that?"
A brief smile came to my lips. "Ernie would give me one of his heart-warming smiles and say, 'Because I love you, silly girl'."
"Very well. Every time a negative thought enters your mind, you're going to see yourself through Ernie's eyes."
CHAPTER 11: ERNIE
Carrie and I started on the long road to recovery.
My wife set forth on a mission to start cleaning up her life. She remained alcohol-free for four months and counting. She also wrote a list of people to whom she would have to make amends.
"Are you sure you are ready for this?" I asked Carrie, without hiding my concern.
"I think I am, at least to some degree. I talked it out with my therapist, and he told me I could. I did not come this far just to give up."



Carrie's next few days were filled with phone calls to old friends and roommates and visits to neighbors. Most of the people were very understanding and supportive. Especially people from Middletown. She even talked with the mayor, told her about her recovery, and asked him to consider me again to play Santa next Christmas.
She was overcome with relief after doing so. She wasn't sure what to do about her family, though.
The only words her father had told me at our wedding reception still resonated in my head. I believed there was nothing good for her, and feared what talking with the obnoxious asshole could do to her recovery.
My wife's family had always been a mystery to me, so I investigated her father online. He ran a very successful business and was rather well off.
There wasn't much information about Carrie's mother. Just some pictures of her and her husband at different upper-class social events posted on her social media. She was always hanging from her husband's arm.
In the end, Carrie chose not to contact them for the time being. I thought it was the right call.
Our support network had come to include my parents, my sister, my colleagues from school, most of our neighbors, our sponsors, and our groups.
I'd had a long talk with my family about Carrie's alcoholism. They were not surprised. They let me know we both could count on them.
"You are a good man, Ernie. You're doing the right thing. Carrie needs your help and support more than ever," my mom said, kissing my cheek.
My dad hugged me, and said, "I'm proud of you, son. Other men in your shoes would have walked out."
Kendra punched my arm, and added, "Same goes for me, dumbass. If you need someone to kick your wife's ass if she gets stupid again, just give me a call. I'll slap her back to sobriety."
Carrie and Kendra went out at least once a week, and became good friends.
A few fellow teachers approached me to offer their help. Georgina Eastland, the gym teacher, was one of them. Steve McAllister and his wife had some encouraging words for me and also told me they were there for us whenever we needed them.
People that I had never talked to before, felt the need to give me their opinion about our situation.
I heard phrases like, "Keep your wife on a very short leash. I had an uncle who was also an alcoholic and..."; "You did well not divorcing her, Ernie. It's the Christian thing to do"; "Your wife needs you now more than ever"; "Oh, poor man, you must be in shambles about your drunk wife. Is she doing better?"
Talking about getting unsolicited advice.
I used to look at them, puzzled, not knowing what to say, and thought, "Huh? Excuse me? Do I know you?"
Going to a meeting one day, a deep, intense anger stopped me in my tracks as I crossed the parking lot. I literally could not move. Dazed, desperate, and knowing I couldn't stay there forever, I gradually forced the anger to drain out of me and into the ground. Then I shuffled slowly on, completely bewildered.
My fellow sufferers let me howl out my agony. And howl, I did.
I didn't know how I could have survived without my group. They were a source of wisdom and knowledge for better decisions.
Once my rant ran out of gas, Marshall asked me, "Okay, I can understand strange people giving you unsolicited advice is annoying. Being the subject of the town gossip, too. But, I think there is more. What's really bugging you, Ernie?"
He was right. An intrusive harming thought had been creeping into my mind lately.
"Who is the real Carrie? The one she turns into when she is drunk; or the one she is with no alcohol in her system? Which one have I fallen in love with and been married to?"
I found myself ensnared in a perplexing labyrinth of identity. The stark contrast between Carrie's sober self and her inebriated persona.
"Is the love I cultivated built upon a foundation of illusion?" I blurted out. "I mean there is the possibility that the woman I fell in love with might be a fleeting manifestation, a shadow of her true self that only emerges when inhibitions are lowered."
"That's deep shit, Ernie," Floyd said.
"Well, I'm a deep guy," I joked.
Marshall thought about what I had said for a while, rubbing his chin. Then, he said, "Here are my two cents. Maybe the question is not in determining which Carrie is 'the real one', but if you are in love with the woman she is now."
That was an easy question to answer.
"I am. There are a lot of things that I love about the person my wife became when she stopped drinking."
"I think you should focus on that."
CHAPTER 12: CARRIE.
My days were getting better and better. I woke up early every day, feeling amazing, and I could make the most of every beautiful day. I was on a roll.
I had started looking outwards again, instead of inwards. Instead of constantly trying to escape, I was properly present.
It took me a long while to finally accept there were no magic solutions-- only hard effort and working on myself every day. I wasn't consciously working the 'Steps', not anymore after I rushed to go through them, but they were surely working on me.
Slowly, I started to heal and rebuild my life.
My husband and my group had not only saved my life, but they have gradually changed it. I learned that all of us, alcoholics, no matter who we are or where we come from, drink the way we do for one basic reason -- we are addicts. We have a disease that won't let us stop drinking, once we pick up the first one. If you can't live without something, it's an addiction.
We must constantly keep our addiction under control through the program of A.A. if we were to recover and remain sober.
In one of our weekly sessions, Yaron imparted some powerful advice. "You'll be successful," he said, "if you fill your life with positive experiences. Listen to beautiful music, savor good food, and surround yourself with supportive people. Try yoga, sing your heart out in the shower, and indulge in good books. Allow yourself to express your emotions fully - scream when you need to, cry when you need to. Make new friends, and explore your spirituality."
I laughed, replying, "I think I've got the message, Yaron."
His words planted a seed. I decided to create a space in my life completely free from alcohol. With Ernie's encouragement, I joined the church choir, learning to harmonize hymns. Everyone was warm and welcoming, but it wasn't long before questions about alcoholism and recovery arose. Small towns like Middletown hold few secrets. I patiently shared the basics of my Alcoholics Anonymous journey.
Eventually, the focus shifted to other interests and hobbies, allowing me to build new connections. For the first time in months, I felt like more than just an alcoholic battling addiction. I was rediscovering my identity as a person.
A sense of wellness began to seep into my being. It was subtle, almost elusive, yet undeniably promising.
Everything that happened had pushed me into maturity and forced me to grow up. In this new serenity of my life without alcohol, I started to ask myself what I wanted to do with my life.
That evening, upon returning home, I shared my heart with Ernie. "I'm truly sorry for the pain I've caused," I began, my voice trembling. "I'm so sorry it took me this long to acknowledge my alcoholism." Swallowing the lump in my throat, I added, "I love you."
My breath caught in my chest as I awaited his response. Ernie opened his arms, and I ran into their embrace.
Our faces were close, yet my vision blurred with tears. I felt his lips on mine, a tender, comforting gesture. "I love you too," he whispered.
"You still do?" I questioned, disbelief and gratitude warring within me. "After everything I've put you through?"
"I do," he affirmed.
I clung to him, sobbing into his shoulder.
"I'm still angry about the impact your drinking had on our lives," Ernie confessed softly. "But I've come to understand that alcohol held you captive. I believe I share some responsibility for our situation."
"Ernie, you can't blame yourself for my drinking!" I protested.
"Watching you destroy yourself was heartbreaking," he explained. "I should have tried harder to help you. Sometimes, it was easier to deny you had a problem and look the other way. It wasn't until I found you on the living room floor that the gravity of our situation hit me with full force. I knew I had to do something about your drinking, or you would end up badly."
I shared with Ernie what I'd been working on in my therapy sessions and the progress I was making through the 'Twelve Steps'.
"When I look back, it seems like a different life. I remember some of the things I did and feel nothing but shame."
"There is something I want to ask you, Carrie," he started. "Something that had been nagging me in the back of my head."
"Go ahead. I'll try to answer your questions the best I can." My heart was pounding in anticipation.
He took a deep breath, and said, "Is your drunken personality a reflection of your true self? Who was the somber, snappy one that appeared from time to time? I mean who is the real Carrie?"
"It's funny you asked me that because my therapist asked me the same question in my first session."
And then, I proceeded to tell him how Yaron made me look at myself in the mirror and what it triggered in me. I told him about my internal voices, and my attempt to numb them with alcohol. I also told him about my controlling and demanding father.
"The honest answer, my beloved husband, is that I don't know for sure," I said softly. "Which is the real me? The drunk one or the sober one? None? Both? The one you knew when I tried to stop drinking wasn't the real me. She was a frustrated alcoholic who blamed everyone -including you- for being forced to quit. I don't identify myself with her. I don't identify myself with the poor, scared woman who needed alcohol to function, either."
My husband took a minute to digest what I had told him and, then nodded slowly inviting me to go on.
"Maybe I am someone else. I'm still a work in progress, so I'm not sure. I'm getting to know myself. I like the person I am becoming now. I hope you like her, too," I paused, took Ernie's hands in mine, and looked at him. "What I do know is that I love you with all my heart, and I want to stay married to you."
Ernie looked at me, deep in thought.
"I love you, too," he finally said.
"Really?"
"Really. I happen to like this person you're becoming, too."
CHAPTER 13: CARRIE
Rebuilding my relationship with Ernie was a long, slow process. We had good days, and bad days. Sometimes, we were over the moon, and other days he called me at work to check if I was, indeed, working late.
When I came home, he apologized to me for his lack of trust.
"I understand why you did it, Ernie," I said.
I was certain my drinking days were behind me. Staying sober was my unwavering goal, and I was committed to doing whatever it took.
I discussed the situation with Cindy, and she assured me that Ernie's attitude was normal and emphasized the importance of patience.
"I understand it's uncomfortable," she said. "Rebuilding trust takes time. My mom used to say, 'You hike seven miles into the woods, you have to hike seven miles out.' The more time that passes, the easier it will become. Trust me on this." She continued, "Being transparent and consistently demonstrating your reliability is the key."
"Patience isn't my strong suit," I admitted, with a sigh.
So, to work on my patience, I signed up for a yoga class at the community center. Amber, a recent addition to our A.A. group, was a yoga teacher. She had recently moved to Middletown, and invited all of us to her class.
I was eager to try something new and curious about yoga. I also wanted to support her. Walking into the waiting room, I found myself surrounded by about twenty other women. It felt like a flashback to my sorority days. They were all fit and athletic, dressed in tight, revealing clothing.
Five minutes later, I entered the darkened room with its floor-to-ceiling mirror. Ethereal music filled the space.
I looked for a good place in the back, rolled a borrowed mat, and sat on it, waiting for the class to start. The other girls started rolling their mats out the other way. I realized I was facing the wrong way, and instead of being in the back, I was in the front row. It made me a little nervous at first, but the nerves quickly faded.
Amber introduced herself and said it would be a gentle class. It started slow and gentle, but twenty minutes in, it was anything but easy. I couldn't hold a pose as long as everyone else.
The facing-dog pose was especially challenging for me. The teacher kept telling us it was a resting pose, but my shoulders were struggling to hold me up and my hands kept slipping all over the place.
Everyone seemed so strong and able to move with such control. I just collapsed to the mat each time, making a mental note of how weak my upper body was.
I felt like I was five steps behind each pose. Just as I got into the pose, we had to move on again.
We had to do all these standing poses with our arms stretched out or above our heads. My arms felt like lead, and I struggled to hold them up. No one else seemed to have a problem with it, no wonder they had such toned arms.
I knew that yoga was a mental game as much as a physical one, which was the main reason why I wanted to try it. But I wasn't expecting to end class lying in a strange pose in a dark room while listening to biomusic.
Amber would give spiritual advice almost as much as she described the poses we should be hitting. I thought it was pretty cool, and very much what I was looking for.
One thing that Amber said was particularly meaningful to me. She told us to think of things we wanted to let go of, or that are no longer serving us and to "let them have their moment" before releasing them from our present.
I appreciated her advice to acknowledge the past and allow it to live before letting it go, rather than shoving it somewhere in our mind where it will eventually resurface.
No one made me feel like an outsider if I was in the wrong pose or couldn't hold it long enough. The environment felt very welcoming.
At the end of the class, everyone was humming or singing. I was too self-conscious to join in, but it sounded nice.
After class, I felt great and just floated home. The next day, I bought myself a yoga mat.
CHAPTER 14: ERNIE
It had been six months since Carrie took that first step towards sobriety. It felt like a lifetime ago that our home was filled with the constant dread and uncertainty that came with her addiction.
That particular day, we were sitting on the porch, watching the sunset. Carrie turned to me with a look of pure gratitude in her eyes. She said, "I never thought I'd see a day where I could truly appreciate something as simple as a beautiful sunset without wanting to drown my sorrows."
"You've come really far in your recovery," I said.
It wasn't always easy, there were still challenges, but seeing Carrie thriving and building a life she loved was the greatest reward. Every day was a gift, and I was cherishing every moment of this new chapter.
"Let's go camping for the weekend," I told Carrie, remembering our adventures.
A spark ignited in her eyes. "What a great idea! We used to do that all the time when we were dating."
We called a camping area we used all along our dating years.
The owners, Lee and Michelle Walker, used to be good friends of ours. They were originally from Portland, but moved to Washington to pursue their dream of managing a campground. I always admired their courage in leaving their old life behind and taking a chance on a new and risky venture.
Saturday morning, we drove to the Olympic Peninsula; we passed the stone columns with the sign overhead and parked the car by the office. As soon as I turned off the engine, Michelle rushed to us, waving.
"Ernie! Carrie! It's so great to see you again! We missed you, guys. Where have you been all these years?"
She pulled both of us into a tight hug.
"When Ernie called me and asked me if we could book your old spot, I couldn't believe it. Lee worked his magic and managed to rearrange our other bookings for you," Michelle informed us.
"I appreciate that," I said, smiling. "I told him to give us whatever was available. I didn't want to be a bother."
"You are never a bother. We are happy to do it," Michelle added, affectionately. "I'm so happy you are here. We have a lot of years to catch up on."
"We do, indeed," I agreed.
"Your usual spot is waiting for you. I'll take you there with the golf cart. Lee will bring you back in the evening to register and have a drink," she said, talking nonstop.
Carrie winced at her last words. Her reaction was not lost on Michelle. She eyed Carrie with curiosity, but said nothing. We all sat inside the cart and Michelle drove forward.
Our old camping spot was on the end of the campground, surrounded by cedars, pines, and evergreens. We had a lovely view of the river.
"Did you see that?" Carrie pointed at the ripples. "A fish just jumped!"
"You'll see a lot of them. I got my fishing gear. Maybe, we'll catch some."
My wife seemed like a kid opening a birthday present.
Once the tent was ready, we sat down and contemplated the running waters. The murmur of the stream on the rocks was soothing.
Carrie sat on my lap and snuggled into my arms. "This was a great idea, Ernie. Thank you. I love it here. It's so beautiful, so peaceful."
"It is," I said, taking a deep breath. "The trees, the weeds, the smells, the sounds... I missed this."
Two ducks flew in front of us, landing feet first in the lake with water spraying behind them.
"I have no idea why we stopped doing this," I said, without thinking.
"Life got in the way. And my drinking, of course." Carrie gave me a sheepish look.
"I didn't mean anything by that, Carrie--" I began to say, but my wife interrupted me.
"I know, Ernie. It would be hard to find a man with a bigger heart than you have. For what it's worth, I'm sorry."
"We are here now, and we were given a second chance. That's all it matters."
"This place... it's much nicer being sober," my wife said, and laughed a nervous laugh. I joined her.
"Are you nervous about dinner with Lee and Michelle?"
"Yes, I know it's silly, but I am a bit nervous," Carrie admitted, biting her lower lip.
"I will keep you safe," I vowed.
"Thank you."
"See over there?" I stretched my arm to the left. "That tree line?"
She nodded.
"About three miles west of them, if you drive on old Ranger Road, there's a field with a broken fence. Granddad used to take me there. We'd hike about a mile north through the farm field into a forest. A trickle of a river runs through the woods, and beyond is a large meadow surrounded by great towering trees.
"Anyway, Granddad said he always went there for clarity. He felt closest to God there. If he was unsure about something, he'd camp a night or two, until he figured it out."
"I never got to know your grandfather. He sounds like a very spiritual person."
"He passed before we met. And yes, he was," I said.
"They talk a lot about God at A.A., you know. I am still struggling with Step Two: 'Believe in a power greater than yourself.' It was my father who was good pals with God and he was a terrible father."
"You don't talk much about him. I never wanted to ask you about your family."
"Well, my family, and especially my father, is a complicated subject and the root of most of my problems."
"You don't have to talk about him, if you don't want to."
Carrie smiled at me. "Thank you. I'm afraid talking about my father might ruin our weekend." Her heartbeat sped, and her breathing grew choppy.



I decided to drop the subject. "I found myself praying, lately."
"When my drinking started getting out of control, I stopped praying, too. I was surprised God hadn't shot lightning bolts at me."
We both laughed at that.
"Seriously, the God I grew up with was a God of wrath and punishment, whom I would never be good enough for. He only loved me when I did the things he wanted. And He was never satisfied with me no matter how hard I tried."
"Are we still talking about God?" I asked my wife.
She bit her lip. "Well, He looked a lot like my father," she admitted. "Cruel, demanding, and unforgiving. Tell me one thing, did we stop going to church because you didn't want me to embarrass you?"
Carrie's words were close to the mark, but telling her the truth wasn't going to do her any good. "I had my reasons to stop going to church. There was so much gossip going on and there were so many hurtful things being said between members." I squeezed her hard and kissed the top of her head. "Carrie, you must stop dwelling in the past. You are not that person anymore."
"I know... I know... It's just--" emotion chocked her throat. "I would give anything to turn back the clock."
I nodded. "I understand. What does your therapist say about that?"
"He says that it is normal to feel these emotions, but self-pity stands in the way of my progress, and it can be pretty destructive. He says that I must forgive myself."
"Sounds like a wise guy."
"That he is. Weird, but wise."
Lee appeared driving his golf cart a quarter to six. He had sent me a text warning us that he was on his way to fetch us.
Carrie smiled, as Lee pulled her and then me into a bear hug. He was a big guy with a long beard and a huge heart. "I'm so happy to see you again. I'm sorry I missed you earlier," he said.
"Hello, big fellow," Carrie said, with a smile.
"Let me take you back to the house and we'll talk."
"You're having dinner with us, of course," Lee said, leading us into the house. "I'll open a bottle of wine I've been saving for a special occasion."
Eyes wide with alarm, Carrie turned to me for help. I met her gaze and I could tell she was thinking the same thing I was.
"Hmm, Lee, there is something you should know--" I started to say.
"Ernie. Please let me." Carrie interrupted me. She looked at Lee, fidgeting with her hands. "You see, Lee, the thing is... I'm a recovered alcoholic."
"Oh, Carrie. I'm sorry, I didn't know. We'll forget about the wine, of course."
"It's okay if you drink, but it will be only soft drinks for me. I have been attending A.A. meetings and I've been sober for six months."
Lee looked at me back, and then smiled. "We'll have some Cokes and juice."
"Sounds perfect. Thank you for understanding."
"Of course," Lee went to fetch our drinks, but he stopped, turned around, and said, "You have done something brave and honest, Carrie. You have my respect."
Dinner was nice. Filled with memories of past summers and shared moments. We all had soft drinks, sticking to Cokes or apple juice. At some point, Carrie shared her story with sincerity and humility. Lee and Michelle listened to her intently and asked some intelligent questions. When she finished, there wasn't a dry eye.
"I wish I could tell you that I handled my fight against my addiction gracefully, but that would be a lie. It took me a lot of time to accept I had a problem, and, it was only when Ernie forced me to open my eyes that I reluctantly started to make changes."
We talked well into the night. I was having such a great time that it took me a while to notice Carrie was fighting to keep her eyes open.
"Ah, honey, you're exhausted," I said, with concern.
"Probably just all the excitement of the day. I blame the mountain air. I haven't felt so relaxed in ages. We'll visit more tomorrow," Carrie said apologetically, as we left.
"Lee, you better take them back to their tent," Michelle said, with a chuckle. "She looks ready to fall over."
Once we were inside the tent, Carrie told me, "I'm sorry, Ernie, you were having such a great time that I didn't want to spoil your fun, but I'm beat."
"It's okay. I was getting sleepy myself. Everything's okay, sweetheart?"
"I'm fine," she assured me. "I'm just tired. I'll be right as rain after a good night's sleep."
"I'm proud of how you handled the situation," I said, and hugged her.
"I'm proud of myself too," she yawned. "Sharing my story with Lee and Michelle wasn't as embarrassing as I thought. They were truly understanding. We can talk more in the morning, okay?"

++0++

"How did you sleep?" I asked my wife, handing her a mug of coffee as she sat around the campfire.
"Well rested, thank you," Carrie assured me, her voice soft with morning sleepiness.
"So, what do you want for breakfast?" I asked, cheerfully.
"I´ll have whatever you have," she beamed at me, her eyes sparkling with a hint of something more.
"Scrambled eggs it is."
There was a long pause as the scent of coffee filled the air. Then, Carrie's voice, laced with a touch of vulnerability, broke the silence. "Ernie, there's something I've been wanting to talk about."
My stomach tightened. I knew what was coming. "Go ahead," I said, my voice steady, but my heart pounding.
"What do you think about having children? I remember clearly what you said about having kids with me when you confronted me, but I've been wondering if you may have changed your mind since then."
Her question hit me like a cold shower. I fumbled for a response, my mind racing. "I wouldn't have any problem having children with the person you are now, love," I managed to say, trying to sound reassuring. But even to my own ears, my voice lacked conviction.
Carrie's gaze sharpened. "I sense a 'but'."
I nodded, unable to deny it. "But I would feel better if we waited a bit more."
Her face fell. "You still have doubts about me staying sober?"
I hesitated. How could I possibly convey the depth of my fear without hurting her?
"It's not about doubting you, Carrie. It's about the enormity of bringing a child into the world. It's a huge responsibility, and there's going to be a lot of stress and sleepless nights."
A flicker of anger flashed across her face. "Okay, Ernie. I get your point."
"You're angry," I stated, trying to read her expression.
"Yes, I am. But I'm angry with myself," she replied, her voice trembling slightly. "I've made a lot of poor choices in my life, and now I'm paying the price. Letting go of alcohol was a challenge, but I'm finally happy and sober. I've been sober for six months, Ernie. Six months!"
Her voice grew louder, her eyes filled with tears. "There have been times when I wanted nothing more than a drink, but I didn't. I've fought for this, Ernie. I've fought for us.
"I have to admit there has been many a moment when I would have killed for a cold glass of white wine, or willingly run naked through town for the chance of a secret rendezvous with a vodka martini- but I haven't."
"Running naked?" I asked, raising one eyebrow. "That's an image."
We both laughed. "Pervert," she said.
"I'm scared, Carrie," I admitted honestly. "I want to have a baby with you. I want to be a father. I'm just not sure this is the right time. I'm scared it might set your recovery back."
"I understand," my wife said finally, her voice barely a whisper. Her eyes, once filled with anger, had been replaced with a profound sadness. "I guess I just wanted to hear you say it."
There was a long silence as we both stared into the dying embers of the campfire. The morning sun was beginning to paint the sky with hues of pink and orange.
"I'm proud of you," I said softly, breaking the silence. "You've come so far. And I love you."
Carrie managed a small smile. "I love you, too, Ernie."
We sat in companionable silence for a long time, the only sound being the gentle crackling of the fire. As the first rays of sunlight touched our faces, we held hands, a silent promise of support and understanding.
"Maybe," I began tentatively, "we could talk to a counselor about this. Someone who specializes in relationships and family planning."
Carrie nodded, her expression thoughtful. "That might be a good idea. We can figure this out together."
As we stood up to stretch, a sense of hope began to replace the tension that had filled the air earlier. We faced a challenging road ahead, but we would face it together.
CHAPTER 15: CARRIE
"Steve and Diana invited us to a gathering," Ernie told to me. "Do you remember them? They teach at Middletown High."
My first impulse was to scream 'No!' A wave of dread washed over me. I couldn't believe Ernie was considering this. I was having serious wobbles. I knew how much he wanted us to socialize again, but parties, people, alcohol-free drinks - it was all too much.
"Ernie, for a normal person, a party is just that. A party. But for an addict, it's a situation where their drug of choice is available."
"Are you going to hide under a rock for the rest of your life, Carrie? I bet your co-workers drink."
"You know I don't go out for a drink with them anymore. I also have lunch all by myself."
"I think you are strong enough to face this. Talk with your sponsor and listen to what she thinks about this. If you say 'no', we'll stay home. If you decide to go, I'll be there with you all the time. Besides, most of them teach at Middletown High and know about your... 'situation'."
Of course, they knew. Middletown was a small town. Secrets had a short lifespan. A knot of anxiety tightened in my stomach, a familiar sensation from my drinking days. But then, instead of reaching for a bottle, I had to face it head-on.
I had that squirming knot of anxiety in my stomach -- the one that I would have drowned out with booze, back in the drinking days. Which was why I had pretty much stopped going to parties and gatherings since I quit alcohol.
I talked to Cindy about the gathering, and she suggested it could be a good opportunity to practice my coping skills. "Building tolerance to these situations is like building a muscle," she said. "Start slow and listen to your body. From what you told me, it seems like a relatively safe environment to start."
The day of the party arrived, and with it, a fresh wave of anxiety. I felt like a deer caught in headlights. Ernie, sensing my unease, squeezed my hand reassuringly.
The party was packed. People were laughing, talking, and clinking glasses. The smell of alcohol hung heavy in the air, a constant reminder of my past. I clung to Ernie like a lifeline, moving from group to group, making polite conversation.
Ernie introduced me to his fellow teachers and their significant others. Everyone said I 'looked amazing'. I thought at least some of them meant it.
I grabbed a soft drink and kept it in my hand all the time.
"It's vital to have an explanation that will shut down persuasion, excessive questioning, and argument about your decision not to drink, at least until your friends have accepted it as your normal and shut up about it," Cindy had advised me.
Each time someone offered me a drink, a surge of panic washed over me. I'd learned my rehearsed response-- "I'm taking a break, trying to give my body a reset." But with each refusal, a part of me felt more exposed, more vulnerable.
But this guy wouldn't take no for an answer. As he insisted I try his wine, I felt a surge of anger. Ernie's protective stance was a comfort, but I knew I had to handle this myself.
"I'm not drinking right now. I wasn't enjoying it enough to make the hangovers worth it," I said, with a plastered smile on my face.
"You're drinking the wrong things - try this wine. I bought it myself," the guy said, trying to take the soft drink off my hand.
"No, thank you," I repeated.
"You're no fun," he grumbled.
Ernie grabbed the guy's wrist and looked at him with murderous eyes. "The lady said 'no'."
I smiled at my husband, and gently took his hand away from the guy's wrist before the situation escalated any further. The truth was, the guy was starting to irritate me, too.
"SHUT THE FUCK UP!" I was screaming in my mind.
"I'm having a great time without alcohol, thanks. I'm making healthier choices, you should try it," my voice was friendly but firm.
"Don't you miss drinking?" he asked, with a puzzled expression on his face. His breath smelled like a brewery, and his eyes looked a bit lost.
"There are times when I miss it a bit, but my life is much better now that I'm not drinking."
The guy shrugged and added, "Well, I couldn't do it."
He looked at me, puzzled, then shrugged and walked away.
Ernie squeezed my hand. "You did great," he whispered.
I managed a weak smile. "Thank you," I replied.
"I was this close to punching that guy's nose," Ernie said, making a gesture with his fingers.
"Thank you, my love. But I need to learn to fight my own battles. I won't always have you by my side to protect me."
Ernie looked at me, still concerned.
"I'm fine," I gave my husband a reassuring smile. "I'm stronger than I thought."
He finally relaxed and gave me a peck on the lips. "I love you," he whispered. "And I'm proud of you."
Steve came immediately to us. He was truly apologetic. "Carrie, I'm truly sorry about that guy. I have no idea who invited him. He is not from our group. He is having drink after drink. We'll have to do something about it if he doesn't stop." Then, he looked right at me and added, "Thank you for coming, we all think you are very brave."
How many times would it have been me, the one they 'had to do something about it'? How many times had I embarrassed my husband at a gathering?
A lovely couple approached us. She was all curves. Voluptuous would be the word I'd use to describe her. She was wearing a red dress and heels. However, she was friendly and down-to-earth. Her name was Georgina and she told me she was a gym teacher, which explained her body.
Her husband was the exact opposite-- tall, thin, wearing thick glasses, and long matted brown hair that looked permanently uncombed.
"I'm Daniel," he introduced himself. "I don't drink, either. I rarely do. You can stay with us if you want."
My first thought was, 'Does everyone know I am an alcoholic?' One of my fears was that I would be the center of attention. 'Look at her, the woman that doesn't drink!'
Daniel looked like a sincere guy. He was trying to make me feel comfortable, something I surely was not at that moment.
"I'm afraid I'm not a fun person to be with. Not since I quit drinking," I confessed.
He nodded. "I know how you feel. I don't enjoy gatherings, either. I prefer one-on-one interaction or solitude. And I truly enjoy solitude, so it takes Georgina a lot to convince me to attend these parties."
His wife winked at him and blew him a kiss. Daniel blushed.
"Are you a teacher, too, Daniel?"
He shook his head. "No, I'm a computer geek with the good fortune to be able to work from home. I design, code, and administer websites and manage the companies that keep those sites alive. And no, I will not fix your computer," he said, and laughed at his own joke.
His wife looked at him adoringly, and laughed with him.
The rest of the evening was a blur of polite conversation and forced smiles. But as the night wore on, I began to feel a sense of accomplishment. I had survived the party, and I was still standing.
When we got home, Ernie enveloped me in a tight hug. "You were incredible," he said, his voice filled with admiration. The smile on his face made it all worthwhile.
His words were like a balm to my weary soul. I had faced my fears, and I had come out the other side. Maybe, just maybe, he could start having a social life again.
As we settled into the comfort of our home, the weight of the evening began to lift. Ernie pulled me close, his arms offering a safe harbor.
I leaned into his embrace, a sense of peace washing over me. The evening had been a battle, but I had emerged victorious. The fear that had consumed me earlier was slowly dissipating, replaced by a newfound sense of strength.
Ernie smiled, his eyes sparkling with love. "I'm so in love with you."
We sat in companionable silence for a moment, the warmth of our shared experience creating a bond that felt unbreakable. As sleep began to claim me, I felt a sense of gratitude. I was grateful for Ernie's unwavering support, for my resilience, and for the small steps I was taking towards rebuilding my life.
CHAPTER 16: ERNIE
During the next few weeks, my life continued to improve.
Our life stabilized, and we experienced 'normal' worries like raising prices, and financial concerns.
We both immersed ourselves in our routines, I joined the church choir, too, and we both started attending the Sunday services. We reconnected with neighbors and friends. Birthdays and special occasions, once again, filled our calendar.
We had set an appointment with a counselor to talk about having a baby. I wanted to be a father, but I was also scared how it would affect Carrie's sobriety.
The counselor's office was a bland, sterile space, but the woman seated behind the desk was anything but. Dr. Evans, as her nameplate read, had a warm, inviting smile that did little to quell the knot of anxiety in my stomach.
Carrie sat beside me, her hand resting gently on mine. I squeezed it reassuringly, trying to convey a sense of calm that I was far from feeling.
"So, you're here because you're considering having a child," Dr. Evans began, her voice soft and measured.
I nodded, my throat feeling tight. "Yes, that's right."
"And you're having some reservations?" she asked, her eyes focused on me.
I hesitated, not wanting to hurt Carrie's feelings. "Well, Carrie's been sober for seven months now, and I'm incredibly proud of her progress. But..." I trailed off, unsure how to continue.
Carrie squeezed my hand again, a silent encouragement to be honest.
"But?" Dr. Evans prompted gently.
"I'm worried about the stress of a newborn, and... I'm afraid of relapse," I admitted, my voice barely a whisper.
Carrie's hand tightened around mine. I could feel her hurt, but I knew I had to be honest.
"That's a lot to take in," Dr. Evans said, her tone understanding. "It's understandable to have concerns. Can you tell me more about these fears?"
I took a deep breath. "I love Carrie more than anything, and I want to give her the world. But I'm terrified of failing her as a partner, and even more so as a parent. And the fear of her relapsing... it's a constant undercurrent."
Carrie's eyes filled with tears. I squeezed her hand, offering silent comfort.
Dr. Evans nodded, her expression compassionate. "It's clear that you both care deeply about each other. And it's also clear that you're facing a significant decision."
She turned to my wife. "Carrie, how are you feeling about all of this?"
Carrie took a deep breath. "I'm scared, too," she admitted. "I'm scared of not being a good mother. And I'm terrified of losing Ernie if I slip up. On the other hand, I'm over thirty and my bio clock is ticking."
Dr. Evans listened patiently, her face a mask of empathy. When Carrie finished, she turned back to me. "It sounds like you both are experiencing a lot of fear and uncertainty. And that's completely normal."
She paused, letting the weight of their words settle. "Fear is a powerful emotion, and it's often rooted in what we imagine might happen, rather than what actually will. It's important to remember that you're both coming from a place of love and wanting the best for each other and a potential child."
"But what if we can't provide the stability a child needs?" I interjected, my voice filled with doubt.



"And what if I relapse?" Carrie added, her eyes welling up with tears.
Dr. Evans nodded understandingly. "These are valid concerns. It's important to acknowledge them without letting them consume you. It sounds like you both are committed to building a strong foundation for your relationship. That's a great starting point."
She wet her lips, and continued, "In life, there will always be moments when decisions feel like tightropes, and the fear of the unknown can be paralyzing. Your concerns, though well-intentioned, can cloud your judgment and make a simple decision feel like a daunting task."
"I get what you're saying," I said, looking at my wife. She nodded at me.
"Life is unpredictable, and dwelling on hypothetical scenarios can hinder your ability to take meaningful steps. Think about learning to ride a bike. The fear of falling might flood your mind with 'what-ifs'. What if I lose my balance? What if I get hurt? But those who overcome this fear discover the exhilaration of the ride, realizing that the 'what-ifs' were just roadblocks to their joy. Instead of asking, 'What if we fail?' ask yourselves, 'What if we succeed?'"
Wow. Dr. Evans' last words made me rethink my position.
She looked at my wife, "Carrie, you've made incredible progress in your sobriety. Your strength and resilience are inspiring." Then, she looked at me. "Ernie, you're a supportive and loving partner. What are your hopes and dreams for the future?"
A long silence filled the room as we both considered her words. Carrie looked at me, a flicker of hope in her eyes.
"I've always wanted to be a mother," Carrie said, softly. "I want to give a child the love and support I never had."
I squeezed her hand. "And I want to be the best father I can be. To give our child a happy, stable home."
Dr. Evans smiled warmly. "Those are beautiful aspirations. Remember, parenthood is a journey, and like any journey, it has its ups and downs. But with love, support, and a willingness to learn and grow, you can overcome any challenges that come your way."
A sense of calm washed over me. For the first time in what felt like forever, I felt a glimmer of hope. Perhaps, with the right support and guidance, we could navigate this uncharted territory together.
"We'll keep talking next week."
As we left the counselor's office, a sense of hope and determination filled me. The conversation had been difficult, but it had also been clarifying. I realized that while fear was a constant companion, it didn't have to be the driving force in our lives.
CHAPTER 17: CARRIE
Over the past sessions, Yaron had delved into my psyche and pulled all kinds of rabbits out of the hat. He had a special way to make me feel at ease and open myself to him.
This time, I had a lot to share with my therapist. I sat down on a pillow, all smiles.
"Welcome back, Carrie you're smiling," Yaron commented.
"Yes, I guess I am. Things are going better than expected. I've got to admit I had my doubts about you and your 'homework', but..." I made a pause to put my thoughts in order.
Yaron nodded, inviting me to go on.
"...I am feeling great! I never thought it would be possible."
I proceeded to tell my therapist about my progress; including the gathering Ernie and I attended and our visit to a counselor.
Yaron smiled wide. He had become a very important person on Team Carrie.
"Except for that drunk guy, everyone was kind to me."
"I'm happy for you, Carrie!" He clapped. "I won't lie to you, gatherings are always going to be hard. Sober persons are usually in the minority. We live in an alcohol-centric society. As social creatures, we want to run with the herd. No one wants to be different. So, the pressure to drink will always be there."
"Well, a guy named Daniel and his wife helped me to relax."
"The name of the wife was Georgina?"
I opened my eyes wide, "Yes, it was. How do you know?"
Yaron's smile grew wider. "I have known Daniel since we were kids. We grew up together."
"His wife adores him. I wish my parents were as loving as they are."
He nodded and smiled.
"I think it's time to talk about your family, Carrie. You mentioned in a previous session your parents are wealthy people."
A trickle of ominous fear began inside me. I didn't want to go there. I knew I had. Yaron was a shrink and shrinks always traced your problems back to your parents. In my case, he wasn't far from the mark.
My internal demon was awakened and was then growling for a drink.
"Yes, they are. Wealth and status were always very important for my father."
"What about your mother?"
"She didn't mind the fancy lifestyle, but she never was happy with her life."
"How come?"
I shrugged. "There are people who are unhappy despite having money, and my mother was one of them."
Yaron asked, "How did your father look at you?"
"He didn't. I only existed for him when he needed me to play the perfect daughter role at one of his business meetings. My father is a self-absorbed person, I don't think he remembers me most days. His secretary took care of birthday and Christmas presents, and such."
"Would you have liked to have different parents?"
I rolled my eyes. "Yes! A million times, yes! My parents were not good role models. They never gave me emotional support or anything like that. Most of the time they weren't even there. And when they were, I wished they would just leave me alone. I was born for one reason and one reason only. It was expected of my father to give the impression of a family. The same goes for my younger sister."
"Why do you think so?"
"My father placed a high value on appearance, status, and accomplishments. That's how he has always been. I think he has political aspirations."
"You don't like him." It wasn't a question.
"My father? God, no! I always felt like he had me under a microscope, looking for any imperfection or mistake. I could never do anything right for him. He was always pressuring me to succeed. I always did my best to avoid him. It was one of the few good things of being unseen, and unheard."
"What about your mother?"
"My mother is just pathetic. She can't be financially independent without my father. So, she became a doormat. She never cared for me and let the nanny do her job. She would either be drunk or trying to be Martha Stewart; it was a fifty-fifty chance."
I opened my mouth wide in awe. Believe it or not, I had never made the connection.
"So, your mother drank to escape," Yaron said, in a casual tone.
I let out a painful sigh and shook my head. "I never wanted to be like her."
"It's ironic that, somehow, you became her; a woman who uses alcohol to numb her pain."
Yaron's words roared within me. I sat there with my mouth open, too stunned to manage anything.
My first reaction was, "I'm nothing like her!"
However, Yaron was right. I had adopted the same coping mechanism that my mother had.
"Damn you, Yaron! I was so happy when I came here."
He smiled a Cheshire cat smile, and made an inviting gesture with his fingers. "Come on, Carrie, let it out! You can punch the pillow if you feel like."
"I hate my mother!" I said throwing a punch to the pillow. "She was so weak! So submissive! So pathetic!" My words were followed by three more punches. "Living an empty life under the shadow of a husband, who never loved or cared for her! Why didn't she fight? Was living a wealthy life so important to her that she let my father crush her spirit?"
"Great questions," Yaron approved.
I was on a roll. "The only moment when she didn't drink was during those gatherings when my father was entertaining some competitor he was looking to buy out or possibly a political official he was trying to grease up."
"Did you attend to those dinners, too?"
"Of course! They were mandatory unless you were dying. I had to dress nice but modestly, and never speak unless spoken to. You know, play the good, obedient daughter role. 'Keep appearances, Carrie, and I'll reward you handsomely', my father used to say, 'we all had to play the role of being the perfect family'."
"When did you rebel against all that?"
"By the time I went to college, I was tired of being under my father's thumb and I was looking for a way out. Now, I realize I worked hard to become someone he loathed. Someone who would only bring shame and disgrace to his name."
"What I am hearing is that your heavy drinking started as a way to defy and punish your father."
I bit my lower lip and nodded.
"You associated alcohol with freedom."
"I can see that now. But it ended up being a trap. A long, dark, and destructive trap."
Yaron smiled at me. His eyes were full of pride. "You should be incredibly proud of yourself, Carrie. It takes immense courage to break free from addiction. You are on the move to a land of freedom, now."
"Thank you," I managed to whisper. "But it's been a tough road. There are days when I feel like I'm on the edge, about to fall back in."
Yaron nodded understandingly. "Relapse is a common fear. But you've come this far. You have the strength to overcome these challenges. Big transformations come about from the hundreds of tiny, almost imperceptible, steps we take along the way. Remember, you're not alone in this."
When Yaron looked into my eyes. I felt nothing but determination.
"One foot, then the other. I'm going to make it."
CHAPTER 18: CARRIE
A couple of days later, I was leaving the office when I got a call. I looked at the screen and saw it was Sandra. She rarely talked to me outside the meetings so I was curious about what her call would be about.
"Hello, Sandra, what a surprise. What can I do for you?"
"Carrie, ehm... I'm sorry to bother you, but I'm calling to inform you there will be no meeting next Saturday."
"Oh, okay. I'm sorry to hear that. What happened?"
"I have some very upsetting news." Sandra made a pause. "It's about Amber... She was found by the sheriff in her apartment this evening, and she's... dead." The last word was a whisper.
Sandra's news was like a sledgehammer to my chest.
"What do you mean?" I asked, absolutely unable to process what I had just heard. "Are you sure?" I stupidly asked, not knowing what to say, or what to do. "It can't be. I attended her yoga class this week. She looked fine--" I was shaking my head, finding difficult it to breathe. "How did they find out?"
Sandra's voice became somber. "Apparently, she had started drinking again."
Sandra explained to me that the sheriff had responded to a call of concern from one of her friends after she didn't show up at a pre-arranged meeting. When Amber didn't answer her phone, she called the sheriff and he found her body already cold on the floor.
"What? Why? It doesn't make sense. Amber was doing great."
The voice on the other end was filled with a sorrow that mirrored my own impending despair. Sandra just said, "I know... I've wondered myself if I missed the signs or anything--"
I heard a long painful moan.
"I'm sorry. Her parents are in shock. They live in Oregon. There will be a service this Saturday. I'll text you the details."
Amber and I had become good friends since I started attending her yoga class. She was my battle buddy in the war against addiction. And then, she was gone. Alcohol had snatched away a life brimming with hope and recovery.
Shock numbed my senses. A chasm of fatalism opened within me, a void that screamed to be filled.
Grief, a monstrous entity, began to seep into the cracks of my resolve. I needed a drink. No, not just one drink. A whole bottle. A desperate hunger gnawed at me. Not for food, but for oblivion.
The carefully constructed walls of sobriety trembled under its weight. The memory of countless shared tears, whispered promises, and hard-won triumphs right then felt like a mocking echo. The world, once viewed through a filter of hope, appeared bleak and unforgiving.
We were doomed. There was no hope for any of us.
I walked to the nearest liquor store like a zombie, and I bought a bottle of their cheapest wine.
I sat down in my car and looked at the liquid oblivion in my hands.
The familiar demon of addiction, once chained and subdued, stirred from its slumber. The bottle seemed to glow with a promise of taking away the crushing pain I was feeling.
Part of me wanted to give in, to drown my sorrows. It was a familiar path, one I knew by heart, littered with broken promises and shattered hopes.
But another part, a flicker of resistance, held on. I reached for my phone, my fingers hovering over Cindy's name. It rang ten times, but there was no answer. She was probably dealing with the same upsetting news as me.
"Shit!" I exclaimed, hitting the steering wheel.
I called my husband. Ernie's phone was off. He was probably at his Al-Anon meeting.
"Shit, shit, shit!" I looked at the sky with tears in my eyes. "God, why are you doing this to me?"
Then, I remembered Yaron. The phone was shaking in my hands when I punched his number.
"Please, please pick up."
After a couple of never-ending seconds, I heard my therapist's voice, "Hello, Carrie. What can I do for you?"
His voice was a steady anchor in the raging storm inside me. I broke down and cried.
"Okay, calm down and tell me what's wrong."
"Everything is wrong!" I cried in desperation. "Amber is dead... I bought a bottle of wine... I'm ready to drink until I can't remember my name..." I sobbed.
"Where are you?"
"Inside my car."
"Are you in Seattle?"
"Yes."
"Come to my office right now. I'll clear a spot for you. Take a taxi or call an Uber, but don't drive."
I looked at the sky again. "Thank God, for Yaron."
When I arrived at his office, the weight of the world seemed to have multiplied tenfold. I was carrying the bottle with me without even realizing it.
As soon as I entered his office, Yaron hugged me. "You made it."
I collapsed on a bean bag, my body shaking. "I'm broken," I managed to whisper, my voice barely audible. "I'm broken beyond repair."
My words hung heavy in the air.
Yaron handed me a bottle of water and took the wine from my hand.
"Okay, take a deep breath, exhale slowly, and then drink some water."
I did exactly what he told me. My will had left me at that moment.
"Now, tell me what triggered this. You mentioned in your call Amber was dead. She was from your A.A. group, right?"
"Yes, and my yoga teacher, too," I took another long gulp of water and a deep breath. My hands were shaking.
"Losing a friend is a shocking experience, but there is more to it, isn't it?"
I gulped several times, but the lump in my throat didn't go down. "She was doing fine, Yaron. FINE! It makes no sense."
He nodded.
"Now, she is dead. I can't believe it! She had been sober for almost a year."
"So, what you are saying is that if Amber couldn't make it..."
"There is no hope for me," I said, lowering my head. "There is no hope for any of us. This damn addiction will win in the end... We are all broken, Yaron, broken beyond repair."
Yaron unexpectedly rose from the pillow and went over to retrieve something from a shelf on the wall. When he came back, he was holding a small cobalt blue bowl. It was delicate and beautiful, but clearly had been broken into a dozen pieces and then put back together, the cracks filled in with something that looked like gold.
"Are you familiar with the Japanese art of 'kintsugi'?" he asked me.
"No." I shook my head. I could feel a lesson coming on.
"It's the ancient art of repairing broken pottery," Yaron explained. "They fused this bowl with lacquer mixed with gold. Instead of trying to camouflage the cracks, they become part of the history of the piece, rather than something to hide. The repaired object is considered more beautiful and precious for having withstood its breaks. And it's even stronger than the original one."
"Okay," I said slowly, trying to make sense of what he was telling me.
"Experiences like the one you went through break us. I'm not only talking about your drinking but your family history, too. But..." He looked at me with a mischievous glow dancing in his eyes. "...We get to decide how we piece ourselves back together. There are some things you can't simply move on from or pretend that didn't happen. But, that doesn't mean that you have to remain shattered."
"I can piece myself together," I breathed out.
He nodded. "You can do it with some cheap glue or..."
"...or I could do this Kentucky thing..."
He laughed a short laugh and I joined him. "Kintsugi."
"Kintsugi," I repeated. "You are saying, I can piece myself together with gold and make myself stronger."
He clapped. "Bravo. This is what you have been doing, you come here every week to slay your demons, you attend your A.A. meetings, you have been open and honest about your struggles and your fears... I think you get the idea."
I nodded.
"You have been working hard on yourself to turn your life around. This is not cheap glue. You are fixing yourself with gold." He handed the bowl to me. "Here this is for you. Every time you feel your resolve weakening, think about this bowl."
"Oh. No, I can't take it. It's too much--" I said shaking my hands.
"I want you to have it," Yaron assured me, holding the bowl out further.
"Are you sure?"
"I'm positive."
"Thank you." I took the bowl and admired it. "It's beautiful."
"You are no longer broken, Carrie. You made it here with this wine bottle unopened." He pointed at the coffee table where the wine bottle was standing. It no longer held any appeal to me. "I'll place it on the self, as a token of your triumph."
He was right, that wine bottle wasn't a sign of my weakness, but of my strength.
"You can keep it."
"The philosophy of kintsugi emphasizes that resilience is not merely about bouncing back from adversity, but also about embracing the process of repair and renewal. Just like the meticulous process of fixing broken pottery, fixing yourself demands patience, effort, and care to mend snags in your fabric."
I nodded absorbing the wisdom of this philosophy.
I gently ran my fingers over the smooth surface of the bowl in my hand, which had become a symbol of my recovery.
"I'm no longer broken," I said, looking at my therapist.
"You're not," he confirmed.
"I'm stronger now."
"Yes, you are." His smile was a mile wide. "One of the hardest things is giving up on being perfect and beginning the work of being yourself."
"Oh, Yaron, thank you, thank you, thank you. I was lost when I came here." I stretched out my arms, and we hugged.
When we broke the hug, he pointed at his chest, and said, "Team Carrie, remember?"
I laughed and cried at the same time.
I took a tissue from the box, wiped my eyes, and said, pumping my fist in the air, "Team Carrie."

++0++

The next hours were total chaos, filled with tears, endless calls, and pain. Not until the next day, did we find out it was suicide, some kind of prescription sleeping pills.
Next Saturday, the scenes at the memorial service were heartbreaking. We were unprepared for Amber's sudden death and were grief-stricken for her. We hugged and cried on each other's shoulders. I was glad that Pastor Marsden included alcoholism in his sermon. People needed to hear that message.
Ernie came with me and held my hand the whole time. I told him everything about my moment of weakness, showed him the bowl, and shared with him what Yaron taught me about kintsugi.
"Your shrink is right, you are stronger now. And, if I may add, even more beautiful."
I carried the bowl to the next meeting and shared my experience with the group.
When I finished, Sandra looked at me with a thoughtful smile, and said, "Thank you, Carrie. We all needed to hear that. You know, a good way to truly make amends is to help others. You helped us all today, including me."



CHAPTER 19: ERNIE
One morning, I was called to the principal's office. That was highly unusual, so on my way there, I started thinking about what Mr. Livingston wanted to talk to me about.
I was surprised to find Carrie was already there. There were two cups of tea and biscuits on the desk.
"Good morning, Ernie," Mr. Livingston greeted me. "Come on in. Please, take a seat. You know your wife, of course."
Carrie smiled at me. "Hello, love. I called you, but your phone must be off."
"You know I turn it off during my classes," I explained. I took a seat beside my wife, my brow furrowing in a silent question.
"I've heard nothing but wonderful things about you, Carrie," Mr. Livingston.
"Really?"
"A few teachers came to me with a wonderful idea that I wanted to discuss with you and your husband."
"Okay," my wife said, in a noncommittal tone.
"Carrie, I understand you're in recovery from alcoholism," Mr. Livingston started, going straight to the point.
"Yes, I am," Carrie replied, her voice steady. "Eight months, three weeks, and two days sober."
"That's an amazing accomplishment," Mr. Livingston exclaimed. His eyes sparkled. "Congratulations. Would you mind if I ask you a few questions about it?"
Carrie hesitated for a second, and then nodded. "Go ahead."
"What exactly constitutes alcoholism?" Mr. Livingston inquired.
"Well, from what I've learned in A.A., an alcoholic is someone who loses control over her drinking and can't stop, no matter how hard she tries. When I was drinking, my brain simply refused to acknowledge the need to quit."
Livingston nodded, his interest growing. "Is it difficult for you to stay sober?"
"It is. It was toughest at the beginning," Carrie admitted. "But it's gotten easier over time. I had my husband's support every step of the way. I also attend the meetings and have a sponsor and a therapist. Having a support network helps."
"What do you think about the role alcohol has in people's lives? Especially for teens?"
"Alcohol is present everywhere I go. I mean, it seems there can't be a party or a social gathering without alcohol. Getting wasted at an event, or when you get some bad news, is not even frowned upon. Being sober has made me acutely aware of how pervasive alcohol is in our society. It's like I was part of the norm before, but now I'm an outsider."
A wide grin spread across Mr. Livingston's face. "The reason why I called you is because I'd love for you to share your experience with our students."
My eyes opened wide. "Come again?"
Carrie's demeanor shifted, and a look of discomfort crossed her features. "I'm not sure about that. I don't see myself as a role model."
The principal leaned forward, his tone earnest. "I beg to differ. Alcoholism among teens is on the rise. They use it to cope with stress and depression. Peer pressure is huge, and they believe it makes them cool. We need to show our boys and girls the reality, that alcohol is a dangerous substance that can worsen problems, not solve them."
Carrie listened intently, her expression softening.
"They would hear what you have to say," he pushed.
My wife looked at me, and I shrugged. It wasn't my decision to make.
"If you think I can help, maybe I could do it..." Carrie's voice trailed off. She looked at me again, as if seeking silent approval or perhaps a warning.
I nodded slowly, my mind racing. This wasn't just about Carrie; it was about the potential to reach a group of young people at a critical juncture in their lives.
"I think you could," I replied, my voice steady. "You have a powerful story to tell, Carrie. One that could make a real difference."
A flicker of hope ignited in her eyes. "But what if I mess up?" she asked, her voice barely a whisper.
I reached out and squeezed her hand gently. "You won't mess up," I assured her. "You'll be honest, you'll be open, and you'll be real. Teenagers respect that."
Carrie took a deep breath, her shoulders relaxing slightly. "Okay," she said finally, her voice firm. "I'll do it."
A sense of purpose washed over her as she stood up straighter. It was clear that a decision had been made, a path chosen. As I watched my wife, I felt a surge of pride and admiration. This was going to be tough, undoubtedly, but it was also going to be incredibly rewarding.

++0++

A week later, my wife stood in front of more than a thousand students in the Middletown High auditorium. Her hands were shaking, and she kept turning to me, looking for moral support. I gave her the thumbs up, smiled at her, and mouthed the words 'you can do it'.
Every single teacher was there supporting my wife, including Mr. Livingston, who introduced her. I couldn't have been prouder of my wife. There were moments when I thought we wouldn't make it, but we did-- and managed to turn the whole situation around.
Carrie had been preparing for this presentation for days, writing down ideas on cards and talking with her sponsor and her therapist.
She took a deep breath, her eyes scanning the sea of young faces before her. The auditorium was hushed, a collective anticipation hanging in the air. She cleared her throat, her voice a soft tremor at first.
"Good morning, everyone. My name is Carrie and I am an alcoholic working on my recovery," she began, her voice gradually finding its strength. "Believe it or not, I was a teenager once, just like you."
The crowd laughed.
"I sat in these same seats, dreaming about the future, full of hopes and aspirations. I was popular, had good grades, and seemed to have it all together."
A murmur rippled through the crowd, a mixture of curiosity and approval. Carrie paused, letting the silence stretch before continuing.
"But behind that facade, I was struggling. My father was always pushing me for more. Nothing I did was enough for him. He was never satisfied with me. In my senior year, I started experimenting with alcohol, like many of you probably have or will. It started as a way to fit in, to be cool. For me, it was a fast-track route to forgetting stuff and relaxing. But what started as a casual drink to make me feel better, in college turned into a habit, and then an addiction. I rationalized that it was college, after all, and students were supposed to participate in that rite of passage, but I was lying to myself."
Her voice grew stronger as she spoke, her words carrying a raw honesty that captivated the students. "Alcohol became my drug, my escape. It promised to solve all my problems, but in reality, it created more. I lost friends; my performance at work was affected, and I damaged relationships I cherished, especially my relationship with my wonderful husband. We almost didn't make it. The person I was becoming was unrecognizable to me."
She paused, her eyes locking onto a student in the front row. "I know what you're thinking, 'That will never happen to me'... I got it under control... I don't drink that much'. Well, I thought the same thing. Addiction is a sneaky disease. It creeps up on you before you even realize it.
"My favorite expression was 'I can quit drinking any time I want to.' It got to the point where I started to believe it."
Carrie's voice took on a more urgent tone. "The truth is-- alcohol is a dangerous drug. It affects your brain, your body, and your judgment. It can lead to accidents, injuries, and even death. The consequences can last a lifetime."
Carrie turned to her side and made a signal with her head.
"Years ago, one of your teachers was involved in a car accident caused by a drunk driver. She ended up in a wheelchair. I'm sure you all know her. Jenny, would please join us?"
Jenny Craig rolled her wheelchair forward and stopped by my wife. There was a collective gasp.
When Jenny heard that Carrie was going to talk to the students, she offered to help in any way she could.
Carrie gave her an encouraging smile and placed a hand on Jenny's shoulder. "Jenny's life changed forever because she got in a car driven by a friend who was wasted. The driver died in the accident; in case you're wondering. He was barely eighteen. Prom night ended in disaster."
Several photos of the accident showed on a big white screen behind her. The silence in the auditorium was so thick you could cut it with a knife.
"My friend Amber didn't make it, either. She was a yoga teacher at the community center. Alcohol took her life, too."
There was a collective gasp. They had written a short obituary about her in The Middletown Gazette.
"Alcohol almost destroyed my life, too, though in a different way," Carrie continued.
They projected a picture of my wife on the screen, a gaunt and unrecognizable version of the woman standing before them. A collective gasp swept through the audience.
My wife and I had talked a lot about using that particular picture for her lecture. I didn't want anyone to see her at her worst. Carrie had snapped that picture after her first therapy session, the one where her therapist held a mirror in front of her.
She had stuck the photo to the bathroom mirror as a daily reminder of what alcohol had done to her. "If it helps one of those teenagers not to drink in excess, or seek help, I'll share it," my wife said, her voice filled with determination.
"Yep, that's me. This is what alcohol did to me," Carrie said, quietly. "When this photo was taken, I was ready to drink myself to death."
Tears welled up in her eyes, but she blinked them back. "I was lucky. I had the most loving husband in the world who didn't give up on me, and lovingly forced me to face my reality. I started going to A.A. meetings, reluctantly at first. I worked on my issues with a therapist and, one brick at a time, I started to rebuild my life. Alcoholics Anonymous taught me how to live without alcohol, how unnecessary alcohol was, and how it only increased my problems. It wasn't an easy road, but it was worth it. Today, I'm sober and happy. I have a loving relationship with my husband, a group of wonderful and supporting friends, a fulfilling career, and a life I'm proud of."
Carrie's voice softened as she concluded, "I'm sharing my story with you all because I want you to know that there is hope. If you or someone you know is struggling with alcohol, please reach out for help. Some people care about you and want to see you succeed. You deserve a bright future, free from the chains of addiction."
A long, heavy silence filled the auditorium as the students processed what they had just heard. Then, slowly, applause erupted, a thunderous ovation that shook the room.
Carrie stood there, her eyes glistening, a sense of accomplishment and relief washing over her.
As the applause died down, hands shot up in the air, students eager to ask questions. Carrie nodded, a determined look on her face. It was clear that this was just the beginning of the conversation.
CHAPTER 20: CARRIE
Seven hundred and thirty days. Twenty-four months. Two whole years. And what a difference these two years had made. My life has been far from 'picture perfect', but one from which I have learned a great deal.
A lot has happened since I have been sober. In many ways, my life is hardly recognizable from what it had been, and I have to force myself to stop to appreciate this. It's almost like there's so much to do, so much lost time to make up for, that I just don't pause to consider how vastly different it all is, or how vastly different I am.
I think back to Day Zero. The day Ernie had found me lying on the floor in a puddle of my own vomit and pee.
Now, I realize how easy it had been for drinking to evolve from social lubrication to self-medication. You start off drinking at times of celebration. Then, you begin drinking for relaxation. Then, commiseration, apprehension, and agitation. Before long, you're using alcohol to deal with any emotion at all.
Life is not easy. Modern society makes it even more difficult, with all the pressure it provides to be perfect, to do everything brilliantly, to be successful, to become a high achiever. My family history hadn't helped, at all. I used to be so intimidated by my father. I had never confronted him with my feelings, because I had been too scared. I had just kept quiet and drank to numb myself.
I had sent my parents a long email telling them what I had gone through. They never wrote back. Maybe, one day, I'll get to talk to them and explain things in person. Maybe not. But I have let go of all my negative feelings toward them.
The infernal internal monologue in my head is finally over. It holds no power over me.
Those Steps that had once frightened me, are now complete. I feel at ease and want to keep this feeling.
I continue to make amends wherever I see people whom I had harmed (and boy, did I see them often).
I used alcohol as a coping mechanism, a crutch. But when you get used to drinking to numb your way out of tricky situations, you get to the stage where you're unable to cope with them in the raw. You're unable to cope with almost any situation in the raw. You become more anxious, more fearful, more depressed. You stop growing and start retreating. Your world gradually becomes smaller and smaller.
One thing I have learned is that when life throws you lemons, the last thing you need is alcohol.
You would think that, given all that, the decision to stop had been easy. Far from it. I had been standing at the edge of a brink, and ready to jump.
Two years ago, I had been terrified. My drinking was out of control, and I was about to lose everything that mattered to me in my life.
It had been my husband and his well-meaning intervention that pulled me back from the abyss. My love for him had been, and is stronger than my love for alcohol. That is what saved me.
I know not every recovery story is like mine. I count myself among the few lucky ones.
I've listened to many horror stories, grieved a few deaths, and witnessed several successes.
Alcoholism destroys relationships, marriages, families, and lives. I never forget that it could have been me.
I will never forget the waves of love and support from my friends. Our social calendar is filled again. Georgina and I have become good friends. She is in charge of the yoga class now.
My support network is now huge.
Not long ago, someone at work asked me, "You still go to meetings?"
My answer was, "Of course."
She had known of my longtime sobriety and has wondered if I still need to go to meetings. I just explained, "I like what I have today; the alternative sucks."
I remember something that Yaron had said to me once, "As long as you still have the same old attitudes, actions, or responses, then you can expect the same old problems to return. If your changes are only temporary tricks and hacks to get the result you want, you're dooming yourself to relapse."
How wise. My therapist is still a very important person on Team Carrie.
I talk with Cindy at least twice a week, and I am sponsoring two women from our group.
Since my talk at Middletown High, people have started asking me to share my experience with others.
When I had first decided to stop drinking alcohol, I had believed that I would spend the rest of my life feeling miserable, as though I would be missing out on something.
It is just the opposite.
I had had no idea that quitting alcohol would change, not just a few things, but everything. I never would have thought that my life being sober would be more thrilling, more exciting --and yet also more peaceful-- and more colorful than ever before.
I feel like, over the last twenty-four months, I've come full circle. Slowly, all the layers of stuff I've hidden behind have been stripped back.
I now greet every day --well, maybe not every day, but most days-- with enthusiasm, and wonder.
I've gotten my body back. I've lost fifteen pounds and look, apparently, at least five years younger. How about that?
I've rediscovered my self-respect, my courage, and my happiness. Now I can tell when I look at my reflection in the mirror, that I like myself.
I'm still a work in progress, obviously, but I'm getting there. Best of all, I'm a better wife, friend and mother.
Yes, I said mother because... Ernie and I had a baby boy!
His name is Jason and he is the light of my life.
I remember the first time I held my baby in my arms, I cried my heart out. "Welcome to our family, Jason," I had whispered with tears in his eyes.
I know my husband was thinking the same thing that I was-- our son wouldn't be here if I had made the wrong choices. Ernie was asked to play Santa again, by the way. I was Ms. Claus. It was a bonding experience.
Watching our baby grow has made me realize life is too precious, too miraculous, to view it all through a half-drunken haze, and it makes me brave. I'll do anything for him.
I've been given a second chance, a clean sheet, and I'm not going to waste it.
For me, maintaining a commitment to sobriety is much less about steely willpower, and more about bathing in the beauty of a life being lived untainted by alcohol.
I wouldn't give that up for the world.

++0++
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FOR THE LOVE OF VEE


PART ONE

DB#23-1
Edited by kenjisato.
Welcome back to Middletown.
This is a long story even for my standards, so I decided to split it into three parts. It's already finished. I'd never disrespect my readers by engaging them in an unfinished story. I'll be submitting the next parts as soon as Literotica approves the previous one.
All my readers are familiar with Yaron Beilinson, the therapist from "Nerdly yours", "L.O.V.E. therapy", and "Never too late." However, you don't need to read those stories to enjoy this one.
They shared a unique bond, no else understood.
++0++
PROLOGUE: MIRANDA WOODWARD
I placed a digital recorder in front of Yaron and patiently waited until he was ready to talk. He wet his lips and started, "I met Vee when I was ten years old..."
CHAPTER 1: YARON
"Yaron, you don't know what you have until you lose it," Mr. Stein said to me placing a hand on my shoulder. "Get the most out of life, boy. Do it before the end comes and it's too late to do something about it."
Mr. Stein tried to smile at me, but his eyes were full of tears. He patted my shoulder, and I left.
Those words were spoken to me by Abraham Stein, Edith Stein's husband. He had just lost his wife, and my parents and I were attending her funeral. Mrs. Stein was thirty-four years old and had died of a sudden respiratory infection.
An unexpected death that had left a broken family and two children motherless. Pete, the oldest, went to school with me and could run a mile faster than anyone else. He was very popular. Until that day, when I saw him crying nonstop with his eyes fixed on a pine box, I had envied him.
I was ten years old, and that was my first funeral. I didn't know Mrs. Stein, but Mr. Stein was an electrician and worked for my father, so I had been forced to put on my Sunday suit and see for the first time, a dead woman lying in an open coffin.
I will never forget Mrs. Stein's paleness, poorly hidden under a layer of makeup so excessive that all it did was accentuate even more that she was no longer alive.
When I left, my parents stayed inside, comforting Mr. Stein. I went down the stone steps to wait for them, under the shade of the larches. It was summer, and the sun was beating down hard.
As I pondered the sad man's advice, I saw her. She was kicking the trunk of a tree. She was wearing a colorful patchwork skirt and a red jacket. She had a top hat with a yellow feather that made her stand out like a ray of sunshine in the midst of the mourning that surrounded us. She immediately reminded me of a circus character.
I walked over and looked at her carefully. She was small and didn't look like a ten-year-old. But I knew she was because she went to my school. I had seen her around but never talked to her because we moved in different circles. I was a straight-A-plus student. She wasn't. Kids used to make fun of her because of her clothes or her weird ways. She never reacted, or even acknowledged them, and mainly stayed on her own.
Before I knew what I was doing, I was standing next to her and speaking to her for the first time. "What are you dressed up as?"
She turned, looked at her skirt in bewilderment, and shook her head, a little offended. "I'm not dressed up, silly. I want to be a fashion designer. Someday, I'll leave this city behind and I'll be famous."
I didn't think she'd get very far, but I kept my mouth shut.
Only someone who was as crazy as she looked like would pay for clothes like that.
I sat down on the ground and watched her kick the thick root of the larch tree until she tore off a branch that was growing wild at its base.
"What are you doing?"
"I need this. I'm going to make myself a cane."
She put the branch on the ground and pretended that it was a cane.
"Are you lame?"
She laughed and started walking with an exaggerated limp.
"No, silly. I don't need to be lame to carry an elegant cane. That's what fashion is all about."
I didn't get what she said, but I couldn't stop looking at her, either. That was what happened when you saw a star. She was a skinny, ungraceful girl. Her clothes hung on her shapeless body as if she were a hanger covered with old scraps. Her eyes were very black, as was her hair, which was badly cut and reached almost to her waist. Her gaze, a little slanted, made me think of almonds. Next to my dirty-blond hair and my blue eyes, her features intensified.
She looked like a fantasy character that had come out of a children's book. She stood in front of me, and when she smiled, I saw that she was missing a couple of teeth.
"Who are you?"
She pointed at me with her improvised cane.
"I'm Yaron. Yaron Beilinson."
She held out her hand with exaggerated formality. I noticed that her nails were dirty and that she had a large burn scar on her right hand.
"Evangeline Rose Hart." She shook my hand with a firm grip, and then sat down beside me, studying the freshly torn piece of wood. "But, please call me Vee."
She looked and acted like no kid I had known before. And she fascinated me.
"When is your birthday, Yaron Beilinson?"
"July tenth."
Her eyes widened in amazement, and she squealed in excitement.
"Mine's the seventh. Also July! Isn't that awesome? Isn't that a sign?"
I shrugged. I didn't understand why she was so amazed that we were born on two different days, even though we shared the same month, but the look on her face made me want to find out.
"How did you do that?" I asked, still staring at the scar that glowed red between her thumb and forefinger.
"It was a bear. It came into the house, and I fought it with a broom."
I laughed and shook my head in disbelief. Everyone knew it was impossible to survive a bear attack with a broom. Besides, there were no bears in the city.
"I can make a great cane out of that," I pointed at the branch. I had never made a cane before, but I thought it wouldn't be too hard. Besides, it would give me a reason to see her again. My parents had given me a pocket knife for my birthday and I had carved my name on a tree.
"Take it. You know, in case the bear comes back," Vee said, and smiled.
That day, thanks to the advice of an unknown man who had just buried the love of his life, I met mine.
CHAPTER 2: YARON
"I'm not going to jump."
"You're a chicken, Yaron."
"And you're crazy."
"I know, silly. Now jump."
I looked down. We probably weren't really high, but it looked like a mile high to me.
Vee stuck out her tongue and ran toward the edge of the rocks. I thought she was just trying to scare me, but instead of stopping at the edge, she jumped down. My heart started pounding so hard in my chest that I could feel it in my ears.
I ran as fast as I could to the edge and looked down. I couldn't spot Vee.
My parents were going to kill me. It had been hard enough for them to accept my friendship with her, and to top it off with the responsibility of her death.
We were at Glacier National Park. It was summer, and my parents usually took my sisters and me to camp for a few days. They had let me invite a friend, like every year, and I had surprised them all by choosing Vee over my best friend Daniel Cohen. The choice was easy, Daniel was a Jewish boy scout; he had plenty of opportunities to go camping. Vee didn't.
I climbed down the first rocks as best I could, feeling my stomach turn inside out and my body shaking. I hated heights. That was why we were there, of course. We had walked out from the hiking route. It was forbidden, but for Vee, the rules never made sense. We had come across a small waterfall that fell into the lake. The water was crystal blue from the melting of the glaciers. I imagined it would be ice cold. It seemed impossible that a thin girl like Vee could survive.
I climbed down another rock, but realized I couldn't go any further. My only option was to jump into the water like she had done, or go back and take the path to the bottom, but that would take at least an hour.
I had no other choice. I closed my eyes and jumped down. The water was ice cold and took my breath away. As soon as I emerged to the surface, I quickly started looking around.
"Boo!"
I turned around and saw Vee smiling at me.
"What the hell were you thinking? You could have died! I could have died!"
Vee laughed and swam toward some rocks. She climbed them and sat down. I sat at her side.
"You did it!"
"That was not cool. You scared me to death."
Her laughter made me even angrier.
"Aww, you came to my rescue. My hero!" And she hugged me.
Her body warmed mine. We both had goosebumps. The fear I had felt minutes before made me think about what would happen if something had happened to her. I imagined her body lying in a coffin, like Mrs. Stein.
I looked at her hand. Her scar was shining. I reached out and touched it. The skin was softer over the old wound.
"How did you get it, Vee?"
She smiled and looked ahead.
"I got bitten by a snake. My hand swelled so much that this piece of skin burst. The venom was such a deep purple... I have never seen anything like it."
I shook my head. I knew it wasn't true. It never was when it came to her scar, but I loved hearing Vee make up stories about how she was always a brave, reckless girl who could overcome anything. She truly was. She was the bravest person I had ever met. And she was crazy, too.
When we returned to our camp, my parents didn't seem very happy when they saw our wet clothes.
"Where have you been? I came here to rest, for God's sake, Yaron! Your mother was worried sick about you!" my father yelled at me. But he was looking at Vee.
"You're going to give me a heart attack, Yaron. Mark my words," my mother added, placing a hand on her chest.
I rolled my eyes. You know how Jewish mothers are.
Vee got an apple from a basket of fruit, gave it a bite, and smiled at my mother with that mischief that overflowed in her.
"I'm so sorry, Mrs. Beilinson. I jumped into the lake from a waterfall, and Yaron had to find all my bones and put them back together one by one, until I was back on my feet."
She moved her arms as if they were made of jelly, and my sisters' laughter broke the silence. "See? There are still some pieces loose."
My mother was shaking her head, but I heard my father chuckle. He was smiling at Vee.
I looked at my friend, who smiled at me knowingly, and I smiled back.
My parents never understood my friendship with Vee. They saw in her, a girl who wore old, weird, colorful clothes that never fit. A girl who hadn't had her hair cut in forever, and whose future was uncertain because of her family situation.
Vee's father, Luke, had fallen into depression after his wife's death and was barely making ends meet, working odd jobs. He drank too much and could barely take care of himself, let alone take care of Vee.
To my mother, Vee was a bad influence on a somewhat introverted, highly intelligent, responsible, well-mannered boy from a respectable Jewish family who owned a well-known construction company with a reputation to uphold.
However, deep down, no one was immune to Vee's charms.
Not even my father. I knew this when he came back out of the trailer with a beer and a smile on his lips that he rarely let us see. He sat down next to me and opened the can.
Vee was analyzing an anthill she had just found in the grass with my three sisters. Martha hated Vee; it was no secret that she looked at her with an envy that none of us understood at the time. On the other hand, Hannah and Miriam, who were seven and five years old, watched her with palpable admiration.
"What happened to her father?" Dad asked me.
I was a little uncomfortable with the question. It didn't seem right to share with anyone, not even my father, the confidences that Vee had made to me and only to me. But he was my father, and maybe he could help me look at it in a different light.
"His wife died, and he got depressed. It was during childbirth. He is not too keen about taking his meds and drinks, instead. He can't hold on to a job."
Dad clicked his tongue and took a long gulp of his beer. He has always been a compassionate man.
"This poor girl has a lot on her plate but... look at her. She is always smiling. She shines, Yaron. She shines with her own light."
His eyes misted over.
"It's a good thing she got a friend in you. Just don't let her spoil your grades."
"She won't, Dad. I promise."
Vee was still busy watching the ants.
"Someday, I will go far away from here," she told me, when I came close to her.
It was not the first time Vee had told me this, but it was the first time I thought that it was not a fantasy or a childish wish. That day, Vee had made a promise that sounded almost like a challenge come true.
"I will miss you when you're gone," I said, sincerely.
She nodded. Then we all played hide-and-seek and forgot what had happened as only children can do.
CHAPTER 3: YARON
Barnaby was a grouch. He was an old man who lived on a large property full of junk where he had once raised seven children, but they had all flown the nest long ago. His wife had died years ago, and he had lived alone on his land ever since. They he had been a make-up artist in his youth. Most people say, he was a crazy guy who greeted you on his porch with a shotgun.
I didn't think he was crazy. He was just an old, lonely man, who wanted to be left alone with his memories.
Not surprisingly, Vee liked him. And the old grouchy man liked her, too.
Over the years, I learned that special people tend to understand each other, even if they couldn't be more different. Maybe they just respected each other in a way that the rest of us couldn't.
I walked into Barnaby's property, pretending not to be afraid of the possibility of him shooting salt grains at me. His wrinkled face peered at me through the half-open door.
"What are you doing here, kid?"
"Vee sent me. She has a cold and doesn't want you to catch it. She says you're so old you could die from a simple cold."
Barnaby snorted and I relaxed a bit. He swore under his breath, but deep down, he was glad someone cared about him, even if it was an impertinent girl, who treated him as an equal.
He invited me to follow him, and we went into the house. I had accompanied Vee to see him once, but I never went beyond the porch, so when I discovered everything Barnaby was hiding within the walls of his home, I thought then and there that he was truly crazy.
There was junk in every corner. There was no room for another painting, print, poster, or ornament on the walls. On the sides of the hallway, lay boxes filled with all kinds of objects and clothing. I glimpsed one with chess pieces, not from just one game, but hundreds of different shapes and sizes mixed together. Another held newspapers so old that I sensed that if I touched them, they would become dust between my fingers.
Years later, I learned that he suffered from a disorder called Diogenes syndrome, but until that moment, I did not understand what exactly was happening to Barnaby's head. Basically, he was a hoarder.
I followed the old man into the kitchen and we headed to his backyard. There was a huge shed on one side, it looked more like a barn. I didn't know what old Barnaby was looking for, or what he expected to find there, but I followed him anyway.
When he opened the big wooden door, I was speechless.
"Wow!"
He pushed aside a bag of empty soda cans with his cane, and motioned for me to follow him. The light that came in through the upper windows illuminated some of the treasures he kept there. Because that's what it was-- Ali Baba's cave.
I was only a kid, but I knew that some of those relics were worth a lot of money. There was everything, from vintage movie projectors and even a piano covered by a blanket in one corner. Mirrors, mannequins showing famous movies outfits, a puppet show, and the hand-made puppets. Despite the dust and the cobwebs, order reigned there. It was extremely well kept and had nothing to do with what his house conveyed.
I glanced at Barnaby, and he encouraged me to go through a screen that hid the back of the barn with a knowing smile. I still didn't know it, but he was not only giving me his secret, but also his trust. Maybe being Vee's friend was reason enough for him.
I took two steps and was fascinated. It was a museum dedicated to the seventh art.
He crouched in front of a dressing table and turned on its lights. An arc of bulbs illuminated us. On it, rested mannequin heads with wigs; long, silky blondes; brunettes with waves; redheads with bangs. On a lacquered table, a record player began to play, as Barnaby placed its needle with trembling fingers.
"Somewhere over the rainbow, way up high..."
I watched Barnaby close his eyes under the influence of the soft melody and press his rough fingers on the cane.
"I didn't know you liked movies."
"Who doesn't?"
I nodded, feeling like an idiot. Barnaby was right.
He shook his head and sat down on a sideboard. I noticed that behind him rested the suit from a famous space movie. An indecent number of nerds would have killed to have it. There were autographed pictures hanging from the walls from Clark Gable to Fred Astaire. From Judy Garland to Rita Hayworth.
"This is the reason why Vee likes coming here so much," I said.
It was easy to imagine her there, with a feather boa over her shoulders, wearing one of the wigs, dancing to the music, or playing with the piano-- giving free rein to her fantasies. Being happy in a place where everything seemed possible.
Barnaby smiled at the thought of Vee, and nodded.
"Here, she can dream without fear. Here, scars don't matter."
I realized that Barnaby had fallen under Vee's spell just like me.
"She's so insistent that she always ends up getting something out of me. As long as she shuts up, I'd give her everything in this damn place."
I smiled. That was Vee. But the smile faded as I remembered the worthless pieces she always showed up with after visiting the old man; a box full of broken wooden clothespins; an ukulele eaten away by moths, or a bag with crystal beads.
"It's not like you've lost much of your treasures."
Barnaby frowned. "What do you mean?"
"Everything you give her is trash."
Barnaby stared at me for a few seconds. I thought I'd screwed up, that he'd grab his shotgun and shoot me out of his property with a buckshot in the ass, but, as usual, I was wrong.
"Just because you see trash doesn't mean it is trash. That girl has magic eyes. She sees what the rest of us can't see. She mustn't lose that. Don't let that happen," he warned me, wiggling a finger in front of my face.
That description fit Vee perfectly. Magic eyes. I couldn't have defined it better. And I realized that Barnaby and I shared something-- we were both willing to do anything to keep Vee as a friend.
"But... all this..." I pointed at the small universe that surrounded us.
"These things are nothing more than the frozen memories of an old man. The important thing is to be able to create new ones with what we have, even if for others it is just trash."
He scolded me with a stern look, and I lowered my head.
We walked back into the house.
Back in his kitchen, he gave me a box. Inside, there was a rusty and dirty birdcage. I shook my head. More trash. Whatever thing Barnaby and Vee saw in this crap, I didn't get it.
When I got back to Vee's house, she was waiting for me on the porch under a blanket. Her nose was red and swollen. Her eyes were slightly closed.
"How's Barnaby?" she asked, in a sniffly voice.



"Grumpy as usual."
She laughed, then coughed.
"Did he threaten you with the shotgun?"
"Nope, he showed me his barn."
Surprise colored her cheeks.
"Really? That means he trusts you, Yaron."
I shrugged. "If you say so."
I set the box down at her feet, and her eyes lit up. If Vee's eyes were magic, mine were veiled.
She pulled out the cage and studied it excitedly. "Wow. Isn't it amazing?"
All I saw was an old, half-broken cage that was useless. But Vee... what did Vee see in it?
She studied the cage carefully. She grabbed a rag that was drying on the windowsill and began to clean it.
"What do you want it for? Are you thinking of buying a bird?"
She gave me a stern look, and I regretted that stupid question.
"I would never pay for a living being. Much less would I lock it up in a prison. This cage is a jewelry box! Don't you think this is a great idea? Here," she pointed to the top, "I'm going to put a hanger for the earrings. And here," she stroked the base with two fingers, "I want some sconces to come out where I can put the rings. I only have two, but they will help me to give us an idea of ​​how they look. I've thought about creating a line of toiletries with garden objects. In ten years, I'll be known all over California. Every famous actress will have one in her mansion. I have a lot of work ahead of me, Yaron!"
I blinked, trying to find a way to tell her that I didn't think it would work because it was a really stupid idea, but I couldn't. She continued cleaning the cage while she told me her plans and dreamed so loud and hard that she managed to silence all the voices screaming "she is crazy" in my head.
Before heading home, I thought of Barnaby and his museum in the barn.
"Why does he keep all that great stuff there? Why does he let people think he lives in filth? Why does he hide stuff that many people would admire? They would treat him better, Vee. They wouldn't judge him the way they do or look at him with pity."
She looked at me as if she didn't understand what I had said. It didn't happen too often, but sometimes, we found ourselves next to each other, feeling like two strangers, two pieces that belonged to different puzzles. I didn't like it.
"Because it's his dream. And dreams must be protected. Especially when other people won't get them. That's Barnaby's special place, where he can dream without being judged, or getting funny looks from people."
I understood that she wasn't only talking about Barnaby, but about herself, too. I knew what Vee's dream was. She kept telling me about it every day. Her dream was far away from Seattle.
Far from me.
In a way, I envied her. She was sure of what she wanted. Me? I had no idea. My father wanted me to follow in his footsteps and work in the family business. But that idea didn't interest me at all.
What was my dream? Would I ever find it?
CHAPTER 4: YARON
Vee's house was located close to Longfellow Creek Central Forest. It was a huge property that had belonged to her father's family for generations. The lush trees completely blocked the entrance, hiding the old building from anyone who happened to be around.
However, the big house was falling apart, and the front yard was so unkempt that it looked like a jungle when you walked through it.
"Here, Yaron. Help me with this."
Vee placed a roll of tape, a pair of scissors, and a stack of old magazines in my hands. We headed to the back of her house.
The wooden table was littered with markers and clippings.
"What are you doing?"
"A travel diary. For when I leave. I've written down places, cheap motels, tips... don't you think it's great?"
We sat down and she showed me the dress she had been working on for the past few weeks. She had sewn it herself, joining pieces of colored cloth with fishing line. She was holding her hair with a red bow.
The diary was an old notebook that Vee had decorated with lots of glitter and stars of different sizes and colors she had cut out from the magazines.
Inside, the pages were a chaos of colors, words, outfits cut from fashion magazines that Alison, the girl who washed hair at the hair salon, gave Vee when they got too old for her clients. To the common eye, it was nothing more than a children's diary that would end up forgotten in a drawer as soon as its owner grew up a little more.
However, since it was Vee, I knew it was something much more important. It was a dream wrapped in tissue paper. Even more, it was a hope for survival. A chance to be happy to hold on to. On its cover, the title sparkled, covered in blue glitter. I realized that I also had traces of it on my fingers and even on my eyebrows.
"The Extraordinary Life of Vee Noir," she read aloud.
"Noir?" I asked her.
"It means 'night' in French. That's going to be my name when I become famous. The best fashion designers are from France. Hart is too common, Noir sounds much better. No one will know where I came from. I'll be a mystery."
I looked at the crooked letters and frowned. As years flew by, Vee's fantasies and desire to escape grew, and so did the sadness in her eyes. As she grew up, her expectations of achieving her dreams diminished. She was ceasing to believe. Evangeline Hart, the bravest person I knew, was beginning to falter and let fear and doubts materialize in her head.
I couldn't allow it. As Barnaby had ordered me the day he showed me his barn, I couldn't allow it to happen. I needed Vee to continue believing in herself, in her dreams that her life was really going to be extraordinary.
In that moment, I promised myself that I would do everything possible to help her. I was going to miss her when she left, she and Daniel were my best friends, my only true friends, but I would never put any obstacles in the way of her getting everything she wanted.
"It's very nice, Vee."
Her smile hid that halo of hopelessness. "How is Piggy?"
"Hungry."
We laughed. Piggy was the name she had given her piggy bank.
"Here, I have a little more than a dollar for her lunch."
I took the coins out of my pocket and placed them on the table. Vee looked at me with a sweetness that was unusual in her, usually harder-than-a-child's gaze should be.
"Thanks, Yaron. Now, cut out Kate Moss's face."
I looked at the image she gave me and blushed when Vee laughed at me when she caught me with my eyes fixed on the model's breasts. "Why do you want me to cut out her face?"
"Because I'm going to replace hers with mine. When I'm rich, I'm going to buy that dress she's wearing. Look, I paired it with these gloves."
She showed me a picture of some elbow-length gold gloves. They were so elegant that, if she wore them with that sheer minidress, they looked outlandish.
Over the years, I would learn that Vee could dress however she wanted, because the effect was always groundbreaking, but I couldn't help but laugh.
"Why would you wear that?"
She rolled her eyes and stuck her tongue out at me.
"You don't have a clue about fashion, so I'm not going to waste my time explaining it to you. Besides, you can't see the scar with those gloves on."
My eyes flew to her hand and curiosity escaped from my mouth.
"How did you get it, Vee?"
She dropped the marker in the air and I knew she was already far away.
Somewhere where that wound was the result of a memorable adventure and not what would surely be an accident that was better left unremembered. Maybe I would never find out the truth, but I loved that Vee shared with me the madness that I lacked.
"Before I came here, my father and I lived in Australia. One day, we shipwrecked our boat on a lost island. It was populated by the Mowani, ugly little hairy men like chimps who eat fish and coconuts."
I smiled.
"We managed to escape before they killed us, because the Mowani hate little girls and men without hair on their bodies."
"They would go crazy seeing you and your dad," I played along, and she nodded excitedly.
Sometimes, I thought she came to believe her own stories-- as if she molded life in her own way to make it prettier. Vee always had that ability. After all, she turned a shitty life into an extraordinary one by making the whole world a little bit hers.
"Did the scar come from the Mowani?"
She raised her hand, and the deformed skin shone in the sun. She shook her head.
"No, they took out this eye." She pointed to her left eye, and I opened my mouth confused when she touched it with a finger without blinking or provoking tears. "Actually, this one I have now is made of glass."
I frowned, but even though I pretended not to believe her, I couldn't stop looking at it. With Vee, it was easy to confuse fiction with reality. So sometimes I got lost.
"One night, we managed to escape from their camp. We ran to the beach and launched a flare into the sky. A boat saw us and rescued us. I burned my hand with the flare."
She shrugged at her supposed clumsiness and sighed.
I finished cutting out Kate Moss's face and scrunched it up until it disappeared between my fingers. When I looked back into Vee's eye, she couldn't help but burst out laughing.
I knew the shipwreck had never happened, because Vee had never left Seattle, and I knew the Mowani didn't exist, but she often slipped certain truths into her stories, for a split second, part of me had believed her eye might have been the victim of an unfortunate accident like her hand. Or worse.
And while I worried about her, Vee was laughing so hard that tears came to her eyes.
"You're a liar," I said, gently pushing her.
She stopped laughing and stood proudly. "Just because something didn't happen doesn't mean it's a lie. It's a story, silly. Just like books. Just because something didn't happen out there, doesn't make it any less real. You don't feel it any less here, either." She put her hand over her heart.
I gritted my teeth. If I was already angry, I was even more upset that she was right. Because, maybe, it was true that Vee didn't tell stories she had experienced, but she was the best at making up stories that ended up belonging to us.
I sighed and apologized the only way I knew how.
"Whose boat was that rescued you?"
Her eyes sparkled. "Jack Sparrow's, can you believe it?"
It was inevitable, laughter exploded in me so loudly, imagining Vee with the famous pirate that she jumped. Then she joined me, and we both ended up laughing so hard that everything else stopped mattering. Even the secrets she was hiding.
CHAPTER 5: YARON
It was my birthday, and even though she and I had already celebrated our birthdays together a few days earlier, I had arranged to meet my friends at my parents' house.
I had never included Vee in any group plans. I was one of the few people she let into her world. I knew no one else would get her. Daniel probably would, but no one else.
So, I kept Vee and my small group of friends apart.
But for the first time, I felt like bringing the two parts of my world together. As we walked down the path from her house toward the road, I noticed that she looked nervous. Her dark hair was pulled back with a flower headband she had made herself. Her denim overalls stuck out like a sack over her black sweater. She had decorated the sides of her eyes with glitter. Vee always loved to sparkle. She looked beautiful in her own way, one that never fit in with the fashion trends of the moment, or what was considered appropriate for a girl her age, but to me, it seemed to make her even prettier.
"I like your headband," I said.
She sighed with obvious relief and laughed.
"Thank goodness, Yaron! I didn't know if it would be too fancy for your birthday. I don't want to steal the attention from you."
I smiled. I realized, once again, that with Vee, there was no keeping things to myself. With Vee, I could say that I liked a flower headband, and it would be okay. Boys would have laughed at me and other girls would have looked at me strangely for not complimenting her dress or her shoes.
But with Vee, I could be myself.
However, as soon as we arrived at my house, and I saw the expression on my friends' faces, I knew I had made a huge mistake. There were things that should never be put together.
Teens can be cruel and thoughtless. They can destroy everything that stands out from the ordinary. No matter how unique teens claim they want to be, no one wants to stand out from the herd.
And Vee was a shining star.
"Do you think she is going to fit with the rest?" Daniel put his arm around my shoulders and whispered that question in my ear.
I twisted my mouth, "I was sure she would a while ago. Now, I'm not so sure."
"Don't worry, I got your back," Daniel said. My best friend looked like the stereotypical nerd. Tall, unkempt, his hair was a mess, and he was wearing thick glasses.
"I love your shirt," Vee said, placing a dirty nail on Daniel's Star Trek T-shirt.
"Thank you, Vee. I love your style," he praised her.
Vee smiled and twirled around.
Everything had gone more or less well, apart from the barely concealed glances from some of my friends towards Vee. They had even tried to include her in some conversation. Despite this, at one point there had been some tension in the atmosphere.
When Gillian asked her where she had bought that headband and Vee launched into a speech of hers about how she was going to become famous and successful with flower accessories that she would make herself.
"I didn't mean that because it's pretty," Gillian muttered, once Vee stopped her explanation and focused her attention back on her ice cream.
Or maybe it was Dave's question that made us all uncomfortable.
"What happened to your hand?" Vee slowly pulled back the sleeve of her sweater, exposing her scar. "It looks ugly."
Vee's wound was visible to everyone. At school, the kids often asked her how she had done it, and she would answer whatever she wanted or anything at all depending on her mood.
But there, that day, I could tell something was not right. I was aware that this time the question had upset her. Maybe it was the tone Dave used. Maybe it was the giggles of the girls behind him.
I looked at Vee. Her eyes were darker than usual. Her shoulders were tense. Her skinny body seemed even smaller in that huge sweater. She was no longer the indestructible girl capable of anything, but weak, vulnerable, and closer to the version that people had of her than the one I knew and admired.
I couldn't stand it. I wasn't going to let her be reduced to that. I wasn't going to tolerate anyone turning off her magic. So I spoke.
"She was struck by lightning."
All eyes turned to me, including Vee's.
"What?" asked Natalie, just as shocked as everyone else.
I didn't know if I could do it as well as Vee did, but I sure was going to try.
"Yes, she was struck by lightning right in the hand. It happened just before she moved here. It was during a huge electric storm. She was in the park looking for her dog. She passed out. She was unconscious for ten minutes. Or was it longer, Vee?"
Vee blinked. Her eyes lit up. I smiled at her and raised my eyebrows, encouraging her to continue my story, which was then hers. For the first time, I was the one giving her one, and I liked that. She curled her lips, sighed, and I read an implicit thank you on her lips that only the two of us saw.
"It was fifteen minutes. I was practically dead."
"And did you see anything? Is there a tunnel? A hooded man with a scythe? A bright light and a choir of angels?" asked Daniel, who was fascinated by stories of the afterlife.
"There is..."
Everyone held on to the table, waiting for Vee to reveal this universal secret; her eyes widened, and I knew from her theatricality that she was about to pull the wool over their eyes.
"There is a hot dog stand!"
Everyone snorted and Daniel laughed. I joined him. Vee took all the M&Ms from a bowl and put them in her mouth. Even though the tension in the room had already dissolved, from that moment on, I realized there were things in life that shouldn't be mixed.
And I realized that Vee was one of those things. She and I worked well together. When we were together, nothing else mattered to me.
"I like Vee, Yaron," Daniel said, and patted me on the back. "She always laughs at my jokes, and you know nobody does that. Most of them don't even get them."
"I know. I like her, too."
"But you know the others aren't comfortable with her. They say she's... weird."
I shrugged.
"I like that she's weird. We are also weird."
Daniel nodded. "I'm the last person to judge her. But I don't think she is going to fit with the rest."
"Yeah."
I didn't want to talk about Vee. I didn't want to analyze her. There was no point. Suddenly, I just wanted the day to be over, to hide with Vee somewhere in the woods surrounding her house.
"Natalie doesn't mind?"
I frowned at Daniel's question. Behind me, Natalie's laughter made my skin tingle.
"Why would she mind?"
"Are you blind? Natalie is crazy about you."
I blushed. I knew Natalie often sought me out and paid more attention to me than to the others, but I found it difficult to make a move on her. She was popular, I was not. Besides, I had never kissed a girl.
I liked Natalie. She was a pretty girl. She always smiled, she was kind and funny. I liked it when she came with us, because she made the effort to talk about movies and TV shows with Daniel and me. I hadn't even heard her criticize Vee, when the others often whispered disparaging comments about her looks. She was the only one who had looked at her headband that afternoon with a smile.
Natalie was a girl I not only wanted to hook up with, but one I could see myself hanging out with and talking about to my parents.
But Daniel's words made me think about something I had never thought about before. Something that would become a constant in my life.
"I like Natalie, but if she's upset that Vee is my friend, I'll stop being friends with her."
Daniel nodded and rejoined the group. Loyalty was a concept Daniel could understand very well. He was the most loyal friend I ever had. We always had each other's back. We were bullied a lot for being a couple of nerds. Daniel even more than me.
I stared at Vee in fascination. Her overalls were stained with chocolate milk. She had eaten so much that my friends had stared at her in amazement. Her headband had begun to come undone on one side and the lace of one shoe was undone. At first glance, she was a mess. The other girls chatted and laughed, standing a foot away from her.
They didn't pay much attention to her, but Vee showed them the same indifference. Their hair was curled to perfection and decorated with butterflies. They wore tight jeans and light-colored shirts that left their midriffs exposed, despite the cold. Their eyelids, painted secretly in the bar's bathroom, shined. I didn't understand why they wore makeup, but Natalie was pretty anyway, with pink powder that highlighted her blue eyes.
I sighed and sat down next to Vee.
"Did you have a good time?"
"Huh-huh."
I pushed her with my shoulder.
"Don't lie, Vee."
She stopped studying the invisible world in the ceiling and looked at me with wide, dark eyes.
"Your friends are awfully boring. Only Daniel is safe because he knows too many great jokes. Can we go now?"
I smiled. I looked one last time at my friends and Natalie.
Mostly at Natalie.
I had just turned fourteen and my priorities were beginning to change. Maybe soon, I'd dare ask her out.
Maybe one day, I'd even manage to kiss her without being scared to death. But not that afternoon. That afternoon I said goodbye to them and chose Vee.
Somehow, I never stopped choosing her.
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An hour later, we were lying in the middle of the forest.
All I could hear was the hissing of the branches above our heads and the whisper of the faraway mountains. Until I met Vee, I had never realized it, but she had shown me that mountains spoke, if you stopped to listen to them. It was Vee who made me fall in love with nature.
"Do you hear them, Yaron?" Vee whispered to me.
And I nodded, scared to death, because I actually heard them-- even though it was impossible. With Vee, I soon learned that anything was possible. With her, I realized that the world was much more than what I could perceive with my senses.
That night, I didn't feel like listening to what the mountains had to say to us. I was restless because I realized we were growing up, and life was getting complicated.
As we grew older, the carefree days of childhood began to fade, replaced by the complexities of adolescence. The world, once a place of wonder and adventure, started to feel more demanding and uncertain. We were navigating new emotions, forming deeper relationships, and facing the pressures of school and society. It was a time of both excitement and anxiety, as we grappled with the transition from childhood to adulthood.
CHAPTER 6: YARON
I had been talking to Natalie for an hour, convincing her to come to my room. We have been dating for two weeks but I hadn't kissed her yet. It was one of those rare occasions when I had the house all to myself. We had gone to the movies, and neither of us wanted our date to end.
I had been hanging out with her and her friends lately. Natalie was okay, but her friends were not. Vee was right, they were shallow and boring. Talking about her, I hadn't spent time with Vee in some days.
Natalie was sitting on my bed. Her blue eyes were looking at me brightly, and her blonde hair was falling around her round face. Her lips looked so tempting. She was so pretty. It was finally going to happen. I was going to kiss Natalie.
I moved closer to her and slid an arm around her shoulders. She didn't resist. I lost myself in the smell of the perfume that came off her neck. As we got closer and closer, she parted her lips, and I...
"Yaron, look what old Barnaby gave me!" Vee stormed into my room and looked at us with one eyebrow raised, but no hint of shame. She had never known what shame was.
The door swung open so hard that Natalie screamed and jumped to her feet.
"Vee! What do you think you're doing? Didn't I tell you that you must knock before entering my room?"
She was holding what looked like pieces of tire. Her face was covered in dirt, as were the legs of her shorts.
Vee ignored me, walked over to the desk, and moved everything out of the way to place her new treasure. Whatever she wanted to do with it, I sensed it was just trash. I still didn't understand what she saw in the supposed treasures Barnaby gave her.
"I'm leaving, Yaron."
I looked at Natalie. She was blushing. She stood up and modestly adjusted her clothes. I also adjusted my jeans.
"I'll walk you downstairs."
"No need."
Natalie left without looking back, and I knew that if we continued like this, our relationship was doomed even before starting. I was never going to kiss her because of Vee.
Seconds later, I heard Natalie slam the door downstairs. I turned around, intending to tell Vee off, but seeing her sitting there, looking at her discovery with that smile she always got when she got excited about something, I forgot about everything and moved to her side.
"What are you going to do with this?" I inhaled the smell of the rubber and closed my eyes. "Vee, it smells like piss."
"Pee washes off, don't be squeamish. Plus, you smell like..." I blushed and shook my head, my body still feeling too sensitive.
"Don't say it."
Vee tilted her face, focusing again on this strange acquisition, and her enthusiasm filled the entire room.
"I'm going to make a collection of recycled jewelry! Isn't this a great idea?"
I smiled. It was. It always was. Vee's ideas always seemed great to me. Creativity was not her problem. However, her skills were far from perfect.
"And how are you going to do that?"
"We need to cut the rubber into strips. I thought about lacing thin ribbons with the glass beads from the lamp that Barnaby gave me."
"The one that hangs in your living room?"
She gave me a quick glance and smiled.
"Not anymore. I brought it down the other day. I took it all apart. Did you know that an electric shock can knock you unconscious for a couple of minutes?"
"Vee..." I whispered worriedly.
But she laughed. "I'm kidding, silly. It was only ten seconds."
I smiled. That was Vee. The only person in the world I would let ruin my date with Natalie. Also, the only one who would leave the smell of cat piss in my room when she left and not care.
"Come to my home. I'll show you."
I sighed and followed her.
Luke Hart rocked in the porch rocker, his face turned up to the sun. His eyes were closed, and a can of beer was between his legs. I had searched online about depression, and they said alcohol only worsened it and made it harder to treat.
He was wearing the same old clothes as the last time I had seen him wandering around town three days before. Even though I had come to respect Luke for being a fundamental part of Vee's life, at times I hated him. I couldn't help it. When I looked at the worn and old clothes Vee wore, I was consumed with rage. Every time she was made fun of for her lack of resources, her badly cut hair, or her eccentricities, I silently blamed Luke. If Vee's stomach rumbled loudly because her fridge was empty that day, I imagined ways to beat her father up for not being able to take care of the most valuable thing he had.
"Mr. Hart."
"Mr. Beilinson."
I laughed at his greeting, and he smiled without opening his eyes.
"Hi, Vee."
"Hi, Dad. I'm going to make recycled jewelry and make a lot of money with it."
"Good for you, Vee."
She pushed open the wire mesh, and we went to the living room. Everything was as it always was, covered in dust and junk that Vee refused to throw away. Some of his useless inventions were mixed on the shelves with empty bottles and old photographs proving that Vee's father had once been a normal guy with a beautiful woman, not the shadow of the man he was then. Vee was barely keeping him alive.
We went out the kitchen door and sat at the garden table. There was a pile of rubber pieces and colored glass that sparkled in the sunlight. She took a piece of glass and wore it as if it were a monocle.
"Welcome to my mansion, Mr. Beilinson. Come in and have a seat, please."
I took a bow and obeyed her. With Vee, it was the most sensible decision.
"What are you going to show me, Miss Hart?"
"Well, first of all, I must tell you that you are privileged. You are about to be the first human being to see the collection of jewels that will revolutionize the world of fashion. In a few years, this moment will be talked about in books."
I pursed my lips because I was unable to remain serious.
In front of me, Vee was pretending it was a great moment for humanity. The glass of that lens, which I didn't know where she had gotten it from, made her right eye look enormous.
She had her hair tied up under one of her hats, and gloves, which were once white, covered her elbows.
I cleared my throat and slipped into the role she had given me on that occasion. Daniel and I were used to role-playing games, so it wasn't hard for me.
"Thank you for allowing me this honor. I promise that I will assume such responsibility as it deserves."
She nodded theatrically, then pulled out a handkerchief and showed me the jewelry. They were a mess. I didn't even understand what each piece was or how to put them on. I saw only pieces of poorly cut rubber with crystals stuck to them. Silicone was sticking out from under each piece, and there were globs of it everywhere.
I swallowed hard and met Vee's hopeful gaze.
"They're beautiful."
They were the worst I'd seen in a long time, but that version of Vee was one of my favorites. The dreamy girl who tried hard, even though she wasn't quite sure what her dreams were; she just wanted to fly high enough to get away from the hole that was home.
"Go on, don't be shy."
I took a breath, ran my hand over my chin thoughtfully, and tried hard to play along, even though I was terrified of hurting her. With Vee, that always happened to me. She would get so excited about things, embark on so many projects, that I wanted something to work out for her. Yet she seemed destined to lose.
"They are so beautiful that..." I stopped short of words.
"What? What is it?" I clicked my tongue and then found the way out. I crossed my fingers in my head that it would work.
"Look, Vee," she frowned, and I corrected myself, "I'm sorry, Miss Hart, I see a big problem with your talent. Your creativity is so different that no one will understand it. You live ahead of your time. I regret to tell you that these jewels should be kept until humanity is ready to admire and understand them."
Vee blinked. She took off her monocle and crossed her arms. Her eye grew back to normal size, black, a little sad, even though she was an expert at camouflaging that feeling. Then she sighed with resignation.
"You're right, Yaron. I guess I just wasn't made for these times. Come on. I'll hide them in the shed. Plus, I've cut myself with the damn glasses. They're dangerous. I don't want to slit a supermodel's neck and have her sue me."
She showed me her hand after taking off her gloves, and I saw a small gauze covering the cut she had made at the height of the scar.
"How did you get it?"
She smiled.
"Oh, this? It's a long story. It involves a roe deer, a vanilla milkshake, and a phantom hitchhiker."
I laughed. It was inevitable.
We got up and snuck into the kitchen. Her father still dozed on the porch.
"Do you want something to drink?"
Vee opened the fridge. As usual, it was empty.
The beer cans gleamed between two chocolate yogurts.
Her face no longer glowed; the energy that had been brimming a while before had evaporated. Reality had hit her again, hard. Her jewelry was nothing more than junk, instead of the path to a better future. Her father was still a loser who treated his depression with alcohol. The kitchen ceiling had a hole that would eventually collapse, and she hadn't eaten properly for days.
Vee's diet was based on pastries, onion rings, and canned beans. They barely kept going with state aid and the favors of some neighbors.
She loved her father more than anything in the world, I never doubted that, but it was too much to handle for a young teen without resources.
Her life was shit, even though she pretended to be happy in a way that few understood.
Vee loved and hated her life with the same intensity. The balance with her did not work.
"Do you want to go to the bakery? They have some lemon puff pastries. I could smell them from my house," I said. "My treat."
They were her favorites. I only had money to buy one, but I didn't care if with that, Vee returned to her usual self, if I could get her out of that hole for a few hours, if I made her smile again.
CHAPTER 7: YARON
That night, when I came back home, I told my parents about Vee's father.
"There's nothing you can do, Yaron. People like Luke Hart don't change, no matter how many chances you give them. The man can't keep a job. He is what he is. There's not much more to it," my father sentenced.
"His wife died, and he's depressed, Dad."
"He shouldn't be drinking then."
I didn't believe what my father had said. I believed people could change. I wanted to help people like Luke Hart or Barnaby become better versions of themselves. With the right help, people could turn their lives around if they put their minds to it.
Dad was right about Vee's father, but I didn't want to hear anything about that, because if her father died, Social Services were going to take Vee away from me, and they would probably do their best to extinguish her light. To turn her into a "normal girl," and Vee would become a shadow of the person she was.
"I'll pray for him," my mother said. I doubted that praying would help Vee or her father at all.
"Mom, I'm going to see Vee," I announced after dinner.
I walked into the kitchen. Mom was doing the dishes. Taking advantage of her back to me, I put a couple of lunch boxes from the fridge in my backpack so that Luke and Vee could have a decent dinner that night. I knew Mom had made them on purpose. We both knew that she had been cooking too much lately, and the reason was obvious.
My mother never liked Vee. She didn't say it openly, but it was easy to guess that she wasn't the company she wanted for her only son. But she was a good Jewish woman, and it's obligatory on every Jewish person to help the poor and the needy.
She sighed and nodded. "When was the last time you went out with Daniel and the rest?"
More than a week. I had seen Natalie alone, but she brushed me off.
So, I had preferred to spend the rest of my free time with Vee, instead of the others. I thought of my friends-- Natalie, Dave, Gillian, and all the others with whom I had shared classes since childhood and to whom I remained very close. I appreciated them, I liked being with them, however... something in me always pulled a little more towards Vee.
"I chat with Daniel almost every night," I said. "We're constantly messaging or playing games."
"That doesn't count, Yaron. What's wrong with good old face-to-face communication? The other day that girl was wearing a wedding dress, Yaron," my mother quickly said, bringing up the topic of my friendship with Vee again.
My mother's words caught my attention despite my effort to ignore her.
"What do you mean, Mom?"
She shook her head and continued washing the dishes. "She was at the supermarket. She was wearing a white dress that was so loose on her that she had tied it with a string around her hips."
I imagined Vee in her mother's wedding dress and shuddered. I knew her well enough to know that she would have worn it proudly, as a tribute to the mother she never knew, but Vee often forgot that not everyone understood her way of understanding things. And what is not understood is scary, always.
"I want you to find a good Jewish girl, get married and give me a lot of grandchildren, Yaron."
I blushed at the warning implicit in her words. My relationship with Vee had no future. But, which relationship did at that age? It was crazy. I was attracted to Natalie. I wanted to kiss her, not Vee.
"Vee is just a friend, Mom. She's lonely, and she needs a friend to take care of her, you know that."
My mother nodded. Even when I couldn't see her face, I knew she was smiling.
Vee was a girl. I'd always known that. But until that moment, I hadn't realized what it entailed. One day, Vee would meet a boy, and he would want to do to her all the things I dreamed of doing to Natalie.
He would kiss her. He would touch her. He--
"Fuck," I whispered.
My mother heard it, but didn't say anything.
I left home, confused and nervous, and wishing I could freeze that moment and never grow up. To be the Yaron and Vee that we were at that moment forever.
Just dreaming of a future that would never come and that could no longer disappoint us.
But there was a problem with that, and it was that Vee wanted to reach that future more than anything else, so I had no choice, but to accept that life was getting complicated for us.
Before I closed the door, I heard my mother's murmur like a background song that would repeat itself in my head years later, every time a new wound opened.
"Take care of yourself, Yaron, for Hashem's sake. Don't tie yourself down to someone who isn't made for ropes."
Maybe that was her way of warning me of everything that was about to come.
CHAPTER 8: YARON
The next years passed way too quickly.
We were lying on Vee's bed in our own bubble where nothing and no one could hurt us.
"What if tomorrow, the world ends?"
"Don't start with that again, Vee."
"Why not? It could happen. Maybe aliens will invade Earth. You know they are real."
I laughed.
Vee had read a sci-fi novel and had become obsessed with the idea of aliens invading our planet. It appealed to both her sense of wonder and her need for something extraordinary to happen in her life.
When Vee took something seriously, there was no getting it out of her head. I was a nerd, I loved to discuss things like that, but not every day and all the time.
"Let's talk about something else."
She ignored me, of course.
"What if tonight flying saucers finally arrive like in that movie we watched and they take us to their planet."
I smiled, although my smile faded when she hugged me and I felt her fears.
"Do you know what bothers me most?" she asked, with a trembling voice.
I shook my head.
"I'd die alone. My father would be so drunk that he wouldn't even know what happened, and I wouldn't be able to tell you that I got the scar on my hand climbing Kilimanjaro or tell you that I was right, and you weren't," she said, as she sat up, her long arms wrapped around her knees.
I sat up and looked at her. Her eyes were still lost looking through the window. Her shoulders, straight and bony, stood out. I looked at her hands, with her bitten nails always dirty.
Vee had grown up. We both had, but in her case, it was too obvious. She had become a girl that some boys looked at openly when they crossed her. At school, the boys whispered obscenities because she was the only one who did not seem to notice that her chest had rounded and that her curves were more prominent if she did not wear a bra.
Vee moved through the world without hiding, without fear, without looking back, with a confidence that beat that of any teenager. So confident in her own skin that it was impossible not to be overshadowed. She might not be the prettiest girl, but she was different. And different not only scares, but also attracts in a way that few things do.
Nothing had changed between us. We were still inseparable. From time to time, I would disappear for a few days to go out with Daniel and my friends. I was trying to find a balance between my two worlds. Vee didn't hold it against me. I never asked her to go with me again, and she didn't show any desire to do so. I preferred not to mix what we have with the rest of the world. Or, maybe, I wanted her just for myself.
I don't know. Maybe I was afraid that one of my friends would see what I had always seen in her.
My brief relationship with Natalie had long since ended. She grew tired of me spending time with Vee, instead of her.
It wasn't that I didn't like Natalie. She was funny, intelligent, considerate, and drop-dead gorgeous. Her body awakened mine without much effort. She was a great kisser, too. Yeah, I finally got t kissed her. We understood each other. Her family and mine knew and respected each other. Plus, she was Jewish.
There were no obstacles to our relationship working out, and yet one day, we said goodbye, knowing that it was the most sensible thing to do. The mourning had not lasted long. After all, the following year I would go to Harvard to become a psychologist, and she would leave for Yale.
I had been talking a lot with the school counselor about my next step. I wanted to help people like Luke or Barnaby.
"Would you like to be a psychiatrist?" the school counselor suggested to me.
"No, I've been reading on the Internet about it. A psychiatrist has to go to medical school, and I don't want to do that. Besides, they just prescribe you some pills and that's it."
I didn't want to experience the brutality of medical school and residency. I had seen too many shows about doctors and hospitals. Residency was hell.



But, the main reason was that I wanted to work with people doing "talk" therapy.
"I want to listen to people and their problems and help them to feel better about themselves."
"Then, you want to become a clinical psychologist or a counselor," the school counselor said, and he explained to me the difference.
I chose to be a clinical psychologist and get a Ph.D., instead of becoming a counselor because, generally speaking, clinical psychologists have more opportunities and more independence than master's-level therapists do.
Around that time, looking at Vee had become a hidden hobby that ashamed me. I watched her carefully as she sat on the bed, while she reflected on apocalyptic theories. I studied carefully the same profile that I had seen before me so many times, but that suddenly seemed different. One that made me think of the shape of her nose, her slightly slanted eyes, the olive tone of her skin. The curve of her lips.
Details that had always been there, but that had gained strength in the last few months and that stood out above everything else we had been until then.
Vee turned around and I got nervous. I didn't want her to catch me staring at her this way.
"If aliens are going to destroy our world, you couldn't throw anything in my face because you'd be dead. I'd be dead. Everyone would be dead."
"You don't understand anything, Yaron Beilinson."
She chuckled and hid inside herself, turning her back to me. Her tension made me realize that there was something that mattered to her. I jumped up and touched her shoulder.
"Hey, what's wrong?"
Vee sighed. She pushed her hair out of her face and her eyes met mine. They were so full of pain my heart melted. They were always much braver.
Vee sighed and confessed what had been on her mind. "If the world ends tomorrow, at least I wouldn't be stuck here. There are too many things I haven't done, Yaron, and probably never will."
The last words were barely a whisper.
Then, it dawned on me, Vee was still looking for a way out, clinging to crazy ideas that occurred to her to achieve her dreams, often living in a fantasy world that was more like that of children playing in the back yard than of a seventeen-year-old girl.
She barely interacted with anyone. She had no friends except for me. The girls in the area rejected her because she didn't fit in with what they expected of an equal and Vee didn't care, since her concerns were very different.
She spent more time with Barnaby, searching crap through his barn and sharing secrets, than she didn't share with anyone her own age.
She had never shown any interest in any boy. Her world was her depressed, drunk father, old Barnaby, and me.
She didn't seem to need anything else, but she craved everything. That was her strength and her weakness.
I realized, once again, how different Vee was from every other person I knew. Most of the guys around my age were looking forward to going to a party, getting drunk, and making out with some girl they met.
In my and Daniel's case, we had our movies, comics, novels, TV shows and computer games. We were both going to college. We both had a future.
"Okay, Vee, what would you like to do before aliens take over planet Earth?"
Her smile filled everything. She jumped and became someone else again. She shook off that hopelessness and became the Vee who had so much desire that she could blow up the world on her own.
She searched through her closet and began to change clothes, not caring about my company. She threw her shirt on the floor and I looked away from her sports bra. It was thin, white, as plain as it could be, a little childish compared to the lace I had seen on Natalie, and yet her prominent nipples awakened something in me that had never gone to sleep when it came to her.
"I want to succeed. I want to be famous."
I looked away from her flat stomach and smiled tenderly at her.
It would always be the first goal on her list. It was always the only chance to turn her life around and get out of the hole she had fallen into with her father. And she didn't take half measures; if she dreamed, she did it without limits. She didn't know how she would get there, but she was sure she would.
People like her were destined for great things, or they would die trying.
"I think the fame and success store is already closed," I said, with a grin.
"That's true. Besides, I want to buy the premium package and my piggy hasn't eaten enough yet." Vee shrugged, as if it didn't matter and got rid of her pants. She was wearing yellow panties. I had seen her like that countless times, but, for the first time, I felt like I was opening my eyes to what was in front of me. She was very pretty. Scratch that-- she was gorgeous in her very unique way. I admired her long, perfect legs and the roundness of her butt.
My body tensed and I felt bad. Guilty. Blame my Jewish mother for that.
I never thought I would feel this way about my best friend. Something in me had changed. I didn't know when it had happened exactly, or why-- only that my feelings for Vee were different. From that day on, I never looked at her the same way again.
Vee picked out a pair of jeans and I stopped seeing so much skin.
I felt worse.
She found a mustard sweater among the rumpled sheets of her unmade bed and put it on. It was thick wool and was too big for her.
"I want my father to stop drinking and do something about his depression." Her sad smile hid in the twists of a colorful scarf.
"Vee..."
I felt a pang in my chest. It hurt. It hurt that she had to deal with things that should only torment us as adults and not as teens. It wasn't fair.
"I know... I know... I'm just answering your question."
She threw my coat at me and headed for the door with her head held high, because Vee was like that.
"But tonight, I want to get drunk with you and shout to the world to fuck it, because we are immortal and we are never going to die! I'm going to be famous and live forever!"
"Okay. Let's do it." I grabbed a blanket and followed her.
She picked a six pack from the fridge and walked to the back yard.
CHAPTER 9: YARON
Outside, it was freezing cold. Vee's teeth were chattering. We sat down and Vee put the blanket over our shoulders. She rested her head on my chest. It felt great.
Vee opened the first can and we both drank a long gulp.
"Okay, dream girl, if aliens don't invade Earth next year, what are you going to do when we finish high school?"
Suddenly, she got serious.
"You know what I'll do, silly." It was true. She had no problem sharing her aspirations with me or anyone who cared to listen. I had heard Vee talk about her dreams a thousand times, but I loved the expression on her face when she shared them with me.
"As soon as we finish high school I'll leave Seattle, Yaron. I'll grab my backpack and leave this city without looking back."
I swallowed hard, because suddenly, I perceived that this future was getting closer. And Vee was getting more and more serious about it.
"Where are you going?"
"Paris... London... Milan... The whole world. I'll probably start in Los Angeles."
"A lot of people go to L.A. full of dreams, Vee. But not all of them succeed."
Vee opened a can a beer and drank a long gulp. Then, she belched and laughed. When she did, her bangs moved under her wool cap. They were always too long and badly cut, since she fixed them herself in front of the mirror.
"There's always room for someone who's up for anything."
"Up for anything." Those words, and the truth behind them, terrified me.
"And when you succeed, when you become rich and famous, what will you do then?"
Her gaze showed nothing but determination. She never considered the possibility of not achieving her goals.
"I'll make sure my father is okay. And I'll come back for you, Yaron Beilinson."
I smiled. I hadn't realized I was holding my breath waiting for that promise. Lately, when Vee talked about her dreams, she seemed light years away from me.
"What about you?"
I sighed, thinking of my own future. The next year, I'd be in Harvard, and I'd be away for a lot of years.
We had never talked openly about what was going to happen to us after finishing high school. We had taken it for granted that somehow our friendship would survive, that we would still be together.
"You know I want to be a psychologist. I want to help people."
"Is that your dream?"
I pondered the question. I allowed myself time to come to grips with it. Mostly because no one had ever asked it to me. My parents had always thought I would work in my father's company. He assumed the Beilinson legacy would continue under the tutelage of his eldest son.
It sounded logical, even practical. But the one thing I knew for sure-- my future wasn't working with my father. I didn't want to become a younger version of my dad, working non-stop until late, arriving at a house where a Jewish woman and children were waiting for me. A boring, routine life that didn't appeal to me, not after sharing half of my life with Vee.
Like Vee, I dreamed big. But unlike my friend, I didn't care about fame and fortune. I wanted to make a difference. I wanted to change lives.
That was the man I wanted to be. That was the future that I was attracted to, that suited me.
Then, I looked at her again, while she drank another can of beer, and imagined the two of us. A Yaron and a Vee whose paths slowly separated until a chasm formed between them. I saw her taking a backpack, saying goodbye to her father and me, and going to L.A. Going away to chase her dreams.
I watched my adult self receiving calls from Vee across the world, telling me how well she was doing, how happy she was, and missing her so much that I felt it in that moment in the pit of my stomach. The feelings were painful, stabbing, choking.
How could the future be so heartbreaking and comforting at the same time?
"Will you take care of my father when I'm gone?"
Her hand brushed mine with a shyness that had never been there before.
"I'll ask my family to check on him, and I'll come to visit him whenever I'm back from college, too."
"Is that a promise?"
I nodded. I needed something to hold on to that would connect me to Vee, when she was would be gone one day. Even if that something was her father.
I looked at her and realized we were too close. It wasn't new, there was never any space or distance between us, but this was the first time I thought my mouth was a couple of inches away from hers.
"What else do you want, Vee?" I whispered.
Vee hesitated. She looked scared. Terrified, actually.
"I want to kiss you, Yaron."
My heart jumped into my throat.
I wanted it, too. At that moment, I couldn't think of anything other than what her mouth tasted like.
Suddenly, we were even closer. There was barely room for a finger between us. It was going to happen. Vee and I were going to kiss and a part of me knew that this would change everything. Even so, l had no choice. If I imagined a future without Vee around, everything went blank.
I felt like I was on the edge of a cliff with the choice of falling and discovering what was below, or stepping away and anchoring my feet back on safe ground.
It was Vee who ended up pushing us both, as she always did. She intertwined her fingers with mine and she kissed me.
The moment our lips touched, I felt it for the first time. In my gut. In everything that surrounded me. The vertigo of falling. I had fallen in love with Vee. The feelings were overwhelming. I felt like crying and laughing at the same time.
Vee caressed my cheek with two fingers and bit my mouth, as if she had done it a thousand times.
"If I did it wrong, tell me, Yaron. It was my first kiss."
So sure. So determined. So brave.
"It was the best kiss I ever had, Vee," I said in a hoarse voice.
She looked around, and then back at me. "This is going to be our special place, forever. The place of our first kiss. If aliens come to Earth and we are apart, this is where we'll meet. Promise me you'll come."
I rolled my eyes, and said, "If aliens invade Earth, I'll meet you here. I promise, Vee."
CHAPTER 10: VEE
I looked at Yaron and felt it. The tip of my tongue itched, my lips were longing for his and the butterflies in my stomach had become restless.
Yaron had kissed me. Or I had kissed him? Or we had both kissed each other? I no longer remembered the details. They were mixed up. Mixed like a palette of colors that formed a new one. Indescribable. Unique.
What color was a kiss? Ours was like a rainbow when it rained and you see the tiny drops of water clinging from the leaves.
I had bitten his lips like a cake before knowing what his mouth tasted like. His taste was similar. Sweet. Addictive. So good that I had to do it again.
That's why, the next morning, I went to his house. That's why I rang his doorbell. I needed him. I needed to feel his lips on mine again... and again... and again...
Hannah opened the front door. Or maybe it was Miriam. They looked as alike as two peas in a pod, and I didn't pay enough attention to them to tell them apart. I only knew that the oldest of the three was Martha, because she had dark hair, not blonde like the sun. Unfortunately, she liked me the least.
"Hello, Vee." She turned and shouted toward the stairs to the upper floor.
"Yaron, Vee is here!"
When I heard his name, I shivered. You could hear a word so many times that it would lose its meaning, its importance, and would end up being completely indifferent to you. However, to hear it after a vital moment like a kiss, then the tickling was inevitable. The word grew, expanded inside you, and became something with the ability to make you shiver.
Yaron appeared through the gap on the second floor and I sped up.
What if I ran to him and kissed him again? What if I threw myself against his chest, wrapped my legs around his hips and never let go? That was what I wanted. I'd never needed something so much. My hands itched to touch him. And my heart was beating like a scared little bird. I'd never felt anything like it before.
Nothing was different from the day before, we were still the same, but, when my eyes met Yaron's blue ones, I felt warm inside. Our kiss had left glowing embers in my heart.
He came down the stairs and looked at me with doubt painted on his face. His eyes were so beautiful, lively, scared, intelligent.
"I missed you, Vee."
"I missed you, too, Yaron."
My first kiss had set off an explosion. The world as I knew it had ended, and something new had begun. A new universe. Our universe.
I wanted to kiss his eyelids. His nose. The base of his throat. The small scar he had made on his chin the previous winter, when we slid down the snowy slopes on a piece of cardboard.
I had only given one kiss in my life and I was already reproaching myself for having wasted so much time without knowing what it would be like to use my lips on every corner of his skin.
Silly. Silly. Silly. Why did it take me seventeen years to do it?
Instead of giving free rein to my desires, I spoke without filter, because I have never been good at controlling what I said, or what I did, or who I was.
"I've never had a boyfriend. Until yesterday, I had never kissed anyone. Nor had I wanted one. I had never imagined it would be like this. You will be forever in my heart, Yaron Beilinson."
Yaron swallowed. His mouth tightened into a thin line. His hands were sweaty, I knew him well because he rubbed his palms with his fingers when it happened-- h              e was nervous. So was I. I wanted to jump, and scream. I wanted to do so many things at the same time that it was hard for me to think straight.
He opened his mouth, but I wanted to let it all out.
"Do you regret our kiss? We can try again. You've kissed Natalie, you can teach me. Because there will be a second time, Yaron. I don't care now or in a million years. It's impossible that in this universe you and I will never kiss again."
And then, I saw it, he was holding back a laugh.
"It was not bad, Vee."
His eyes glimmered with mischief. That look would soon become one of my favorites.
A shy smile appeared on my lips. "Not that bad? Are you kidding me? It was great!"
Yaron laughed and nodded. "Beyond great, Vee. Mind blowing. Come, let's take a walk away from prying eyes."
He took my hand and I felt it again. My heart was beating like a bomb about to explode.
I could stay and live forever in that dizziness that Yaron had awakened in me.
He looked at me and my legs became jelly.
"After what happened yesterday, it's impossible for me to see you and not do this."
He grabbed my cheek firmly and captured my lips with his. He wrapped his body around my body and promised me without words that this wasn't the end, but the beginning.
CHAPTER 11: VEE
I heard a noise outside. I took a look at the old alarm clock. It was three in the morning. The first thing that crossed my mind was that it was my father coming back home, drunk again. His change of attitude had lasted longer than expected. He had started attending a group for people with addictions. He went two afternoons a week and it seemed that in just a month, his appearance had improved. He still drank, but he had even been able to hold on to a job for a whole month.
He had even done some repairs to the house. Our garden was no longer a jungle and almost the shadow of a pleasant home was in sight. A few days ago, Yaron and I had been busy renovating the kitchen ceiling and Dad had helped us.
But it wasn't my father.
Footsteps sounded coming up the stairs. They stopped in front of my door.
My heart started beating faster and faster, but I didn't move. I was pure excitement. I could feel that addictive feeling that only came with him. The vertigo of flying so high that everything else disappeared.
Yaron.
I bit my lip and waited. The door opened.
I smiled, hugging my pillow, when he knelt next to my bed.
He brushed my hair out of my face and my smile grew even more intense.
I opened my eyes.
It was the first time he had sneaked into my house in the middle of the night. We had spent many moments together after the sun had set.
The intensity of my feelings was overwhelming.
Yaron was the first boy that brought out these emotions in me. From the first moment I saw him, I made a space for him inside me and I had no doubt that his life was linked to mine, in ways I couldn't understand.
Best friends. Confidants. Family. We had been all that and we were becoming something else.
Love is a small word. Short. Concise. It barely fits a breath. But it's immense. Terrifying.
I realized after kissing Yaron, there was no other option for me than to love him.
Yaron laughed and I bit his neck before cornering him on my porch and tangling my tongue with his. I wanted more. I hadn't had enough.
"You drive me crazy, Yaron Beilinson."
"You give me too much credit, Miss Hart. You were already crazy before you met me," he whispered.
He ran his fingers over my cheek. Over my nose. Over my mouth. I enjoyed looking at him so up close. The blue of his eyes. His slightly turned-up nose. The feel of his skin.
I didn't speak, I just let Yaron look at me, touch me, and do whatever was so urgent that it couldn't wait until the next morning.
He licked his lips and furrowed his brow. When Yaron made that gesture, something deep inside him also wrinkled; I knew it because I could almost feel it. His heart and mine were connected in ways I didn't even try to understand.
"I love you, Vee."
I swallowed the lump in my throat and nodded. I picked his words up, wrapped them in bubble wrap so they would never break, and locked them in my heart. No one had ever said those words to me. Not even my father.



They caused an earthquake inside me. I wished I could freeze that moment in time and live in it forever. Like a never-ending time loop where Yaron would come to me in the middle of the night to tell me he loved me.
I finally found my voice.
"I know, silly."
Yaron smiled, but shook his head.
"No, Vee, you couldn't know, because until today, I was not aware of how much you mean to me, and how deeply I love you. It was keeping me awake, so I had to come to tell you."
I looked at him and understood his fear. For me, fear was not something dark that tormented me, like it was for Yaron at that moment. Fear pushed beyond my limits, fear was a reason to jump.
"But now I do," I said.
Yaron nodded, left a soft kiss on my lips and disappeared again, silent as a thief, leaving behind the memory of his lips.

++0++

"Did you have a good time?" Yaron asked me.
I nodded. We had gone to the movies. It was our first official date, even though when we had been "dating" since the day we met. We had snuck into a movie that was not allowed for our age, but that I was dying to see. Yaron had bought me so much candy that my stomach had started to hurt, but I still kept eating.
Every time I looked at Yaron, a knot formed in my stomach like when you go down on a roller coaster.
We walked, hand in hand, to my house. We kissed as if we were not going to see each other again the next morning. I was getting better at kissing.
He rested his forehead against mine and sighed.
"It's late, my family is waiting for me."
I nodded and let him go.
Before reaching the end of the path that marked the entrance to my house, he turned and I ran towards him. My black hair flew in the wind. I jumped into his arms and my legs surrounded him before he could react. I slammed my mouth on his and whispered through my teeth. "You are my whole world," before letting go and disappearing as quickly as I had come.
CHAPTER 12: YARON
I walked into the kitchen and took the juice out of the fridge. I was practically floating on the floor.
My father peeked in and stood there, staring at me. Somehow, I knew. I knew we were about to have a significant conversation. One that would be repeated in the future, even if in different ways, but one that would change everything between us.
"Can I talk to you, Yaron?"
"Sure, Tatele."
I took a sip of the juice. It tasted bitter. My father sat across the table from me and propped his elbows up before sighing, and blurting out what seemed to be bothering him.
"Your mother is worried about you."
I rolled my eyes. "What's new about that?"
He nodded and thought about his words before sharing them with me.
"This time is different." He let the silence hang over us for a while and then, he added, "I remember what it was like to be seventeen. Believe or not, I was seventeen, too."
"Please tell me this is not a talk about sex."
"No, Yaron. It's about her."
He did not even have to name her; her image floated between the two of us like a ghost; her madness, her eyes sparkling with excitement, the sound of her laugh, her kisses...
"You need to end it as soon as possible. You have no future with her."
I tensed up and he noticed it. It wasn't an order, just a reality in front of which no other had a place.
"She has burdens. Her life is not compatible with yours. Maybe it's not noticeable now, but the more time passes, the differences will only generate problems.
We both knew that some neighbors whispered when they saw us. The rumors about us had never stopped being present.
Despite everything, nothing mattered too much to us. The girls stopped being interested in me. After a couple of rejections, they realized that my relationship with Vee was serious and I was not available.
My friends tolerated my absences; even Daniel, who seemed slightly disappointed because we saw each other less and less. I stopped being the accommodating Yaron that they knew, and became one who was only accommodating with Vee.
Maybe I did wrong.
Some evenings we would wander through the woods and let ourselves dream about our future.
"She is not Jewish, Yaron."
"Please, not this again, Dad," I answered, with a certain bitterness that he overlooked.
"Blood lines are very important to us, and you know it. One day, you're going to meet a good Jewish girl and you're going to get married. It's better to end your relationship now. The more you give this girl hope, the more it's going to hurt when you split. A few kisses are not worth it."
I shook my head before saying a word, pondering my next words. I was ready to switch to attack mode.
Knowing my father, I could understand his reasons. I was his only male offspring. The son who was responsible to continue his name, his legacy. I also knew one day in the future, he was going to disown me, because there was no way I was going to let Vee go.
"Yes, it is. My relationship with Vee is worth it, Dad."
A voice in my head kept whispering to me that Vee would leave one day to pursue her dreams. And I would leave to pursue mine.
Maybe my father wasn't so wrong. Because not being able to see Vee every day, it would hurt. Still, I was willing to try to keep our relationship alive despite the distance.
"No, Yaron. Sooner or later, it will end. You will suffer and she will suffer."
I swallowed. I tried to calm myself by finishing the juice in my glass. It felt like acid in my stomach.
I'd never been very good at disappointing others. Especially my parents. They had done a lot for me. They had always supported me.
That was why, that day, I hated myself. Because I was aware that I was no longer the perfect son I had always been.
From that moment on, I was going to make them suffer, because I knew the road ahead of me was going to tear us apart.
"Dad. You don't understand I... I love her."
He smiled halfway and nodded. Deep down, I sensed that he thought I was still too young to know what true love meant. I liked that he didn't belittle my feelings.
"First love is always important. But we rarely marry with the first woman we love. You don't forget the person who discovers love for you, but you must accept that it only opens the door to the one who is to come. It prepares you for the true love of your life."
It wouldn't be the first time I heard theories about love and it would not be the last.
But Dad had no idea about the kind of relationship Vee and I had. We had been dating for two months, but we had been walking a path together for almost half our lives.
The mere thought of not having Vee in my life made me sick.
The tension between us was palpable. What my father said was not crazy, but I needed to make him understand that our relationship was deeper than puppy love.
"I'm not going to stop seeing her."
He shook his head and clicked his tongue.
"We are not going to forbid you anything, Yaron. We have never been those kinds of parents. But our duty is to make you see what you are blind to."
"And what is that?"
"That girl is complicated."
"I have never liked what is easy."
Unexpectedly, my father burst out laughing.
"I agree with you on that."
He gave me one last look and simply stood up.
"Just think about it, son."
He left me alone. I meditated on his advice, or perhaps warnings, until I came to the conclusion that things that were worthwhile, usually cost effort.
CHAPTER 13: YARON
I sensed something had changed the moment I saw her.
Her eyes were shining. She bit her lip harder and harder with each second. Something was happening. Something important. Something that kept Vee in a state that I had only seen when she was truly excited.
"What's wrong, Vee? You're scaring me."
Her eyes became cloudy.
"I love you. That's what happens."
She smiled and hugged me tightly. I inhaled the smell of her hair. I ignored the warnings that whispered in my head that something was changing. I covered up the sound of the fucking ticking.
"I love you, Yaron. I love you. Do you feel it?"
Something was wrong.
"Vee..."
"Tomorrow is my birthday."
I nodded. I swallowed. The knot was lodged in me.
Fear settled between us.
"Don't say it, Vee..."
She closed her eyes. She pressed her forehead against mine.
"I'm turning eighteen."
"Don't pressure me, I won't give you your present until tomorrow."
She laughed. And then, she cried. Vee, the one who never cried, the strongest girl I'd ever met, collapsed.
I knew it. I felt it in every pore of my skin. I pressed her against me.
She was getting ready to leave. She was still in my arms and a part of her had already flown away.
"How long?"
"Not yet. It's still early. I don't even have money for a plane ticket. I don't even know if I could ever afford it. I may never make it."
I kissed her to shut her up, but that didn't stop me from hearing the first flutters of a farewell in my head.
"I had a dream last night," she said, in a whisper.
"Okay, what was the dream about?"
"I dreamed about a beautiful pitch black raven. I was wandering through a vast, misty forest, feeling lost and unsure of where to go. Then, the raven appeared and began circling above me. Though the forest was dark and ominous, the raven's presence gave me a sense of calm and confidence. I followed the bird until I saw a clear path in front of me and a bright light shone over me."
"Interesting. What do you think it means?"
"I have no idea, but it felt strangely real to me."
CHAPTER 14: VEE
We had everything. I had never believed that the universe could fit in one hand, but it did in Yaron's, when he intertwined it with mine. On his back, when he gave me a piggyback ride through the woods and we shared dreams.
Our afternoons were filled with of confidences, promises of eternal love and kisses. Lots and lots of kisses. We couldn't get enough of ourselves.
I turned eighteen in front of a chocolate cake that I had made myself and shared with my father and Yaron. My world was small, but immense in what really mattered. It didn't matter that Dad still drank, nor that most of the day he didn't take his pills. Nor that no one else had congratulated me. Nor that they had painted the word 'crazy' on our mailbox for the umpteenth time. These things slipped away from me because I was with Yaron.
"I have something for you," he said, grinning at me.
"Is this your way of telling me you want to do it? My father is in the kitchen."
"No, my birthday is in three days," he said, with a wink.
I nodded. Yaron wanted both of us to be eighteen for our first time.
He took my hand and pulled me upstairs. We locked ourselves in my room and he handed me a small package.
"What is this?"
Yaron smiled.
"You know I started carving wood as a hobby."
I nodded. Yaron had been doing it since the day we met and I asked him for a cane. To my surprise, he did do it and gave it to me some days later.
"I'm not particularly good at it, but I have been working on something for the past few weeks."
"I don't expect anything in return for my birthday." He looked at my short skirt, the one I had made myself from an old jacket of my father, and he smiled provocatively, running a finger around the rim of the fabric. "Or, almost nothing."
"We both agree we'll be together that night, so stop teasing me and give me my gift."
I snatched the gift from his hands.
"What is it?"
"Why don't you open it?"
"Because if I open it, it'll be over."
He looked at me without understanding.
"What?"
"This."
I placed a hand on my stomach and he finally understood. If I was addicted to anything, it was everything that made me feel alive and capable of achieving whatever I wanted.
"I won't let that end, Vee. Never."
I was dying to kiss him. A year of doing it and not a single day had gone by when he smiled and I didn't want to bite his smile.
"Do you promise?"
"I promise."
I nervously tore off the wrapping paper and opened my mouth in surprise, when I found a small wooden pendant. It was made of two overlapping pieces, a "V" and a "Y".
"Yaron..." I whispered.
Yaron. My Yaron. The one who always smiled at me, supported me, cared for me, took me seriously, laughed when I had a hard time, and above all, loved me.
Two letters that shared our names and they were hidden in a geometric figure from the eyes of others.
"Do you like it?"
"I love it," I breathed out, adjusting it around my neck.
I didn't realize I was crying until the first tear fell on my lap. I launched myself into his arms and kissed him hard. Yaron tripped on the carpet. We both fell on the floor.
"I'm never taking it off."
"Not even when you're famous and a guest at the Oscars?"
"Not even then."
Another wet kiss and we fell onto the bed.
"What if they offer you to wear a gazillion-dollar diamond necklace?"
"I'll say no."
I smiled and licked his mouth.
"Not even when the most famous artist in the world wants to paint you naked?"
"The muse is the one who sets the rules, silly. I'll make it a requirement that he paint it between my tits."
"Will you take it with you when you leave?"
Yaron reached over and brushed my hair off from my face. I rarely combed my hair and the locks covered my cheekbones, but I liked it that way. Uncontrolled. A little wild.
We both knew we were running out of time, the love that was devouring us would have to face reality sooner than later. Lately, we lived in a constant countdown that began to hover over us too often.
Not yet, though.
"I will. I'll wear it until the day when I come back to you and beyond."
CHAPTER 15: VEE
"Girl, it's about time. Where's my tea?"
I snuck into Barnaby's kitchen and started boiling water.
It smelled musty, so I opened the windows. He coughed as soon as he felt the breeze, but he was only doing it to be annoying.
Looking back at those years, I didn't quite remember how our relationship developed. One day he was pointing a shotgun at me, as I had tried to take a can that looked abandoned at the entrance to his property, and the next day, I was sitting in his kitchen drinking tea while he told me about his life.
That first time, I was only nine years old. A lot had happened since then, but Barnaby was still the same white-haired, scrawny-bodied curmudgeon.
"Here you go." I poured him a steaming cup and noticed new boxes taped to the door. "Did you clean again?"
He nodded and popped a cookie into his mouth. "I found something for you."
I smiled, although Barnaby's gifts had stopped exciting me the way they used to. As a child, every discovery meant endless possibilities, but then, my priorities had changed. Or maybe, I was just tired of dreaming with a future that might never arrive.
"What is it? You know I've stopped making things up."
The sweetness in his eyes touched me. That surly old man loved me as much as I loved him, no matter how hard he tried to hide it.
"It's not that. I've checked the boys' rooms."
I felt a pang in my chest.
Barnaby almost never went upstairs. When he did, it was to exorcise his own demons. He had seven children, and he barely had any contact with a couple of them who rarely visited him. He was very lonely and imagining him searching the rooms of these boys with whom he had cut off almost all contact, made me angry and sad in equal measure. No parent deserves to die alone. Barnaby was terrified that one day, his heart would stop beating and no one would know until his body was covered in maggots.
"You should have told me," I reproached him.
"Why should I have? You're not my daughter, not my wife. Stop acting like one."
I shoved a biscuit into my tea so hard that I splashed out.
"Because scars hurt less when you're with someone," I spat at him, brazenly.
"I found something in Cade's room."
Barnaby handed me a piece of paper. It was a menu of sorts. On the back was the address of a coffee shop. This was something new. It wasn't a broken leg from an antique piece of furniture, or a fashion magazine from fifty years ago, or an empty perfume bottle.
"What is this?" I asked in fear, but a part of me already knew.
"My son Cade owns some of those franchises. I've talked to him." My eyes widened in surprise, because Cade wasn't one of those who kept in touch with his father. "He'll interview you when you're ready, but don't be afraid, it'll just be a formality."
I tried to find the words, but it wasn't easy. Barnaby never called his children, he was the proudest man I had ever met in my life. Just picking up the phone to do this was a big deal.
I looked at the menu between my fingers and realized what it meant-- what Barnaby was offering me. I had been wanting it for so many years that, once I was in front of it, it was hard to accept.
He had given me a job. A way out of the hole I was living in. It was a chance to start over. It was a dream materialized on a piece of paper.
"But... this... this is in Los Angeles."
He smiled. His bony, wrinkled hand met mine on the table. We had never touched before.
"That's right. It's an opportunity. For you. Happy birthday, Vee."
I looked up into his eyes not knowing what to say.
I was going to Los Angeles. I held him in my arms as if the world was about to end. In a way, it was.
Or maybe, I was just one step away from starting over.
CHAPTER 16: YARON
Three days later, we celebrated my birthday at my house with my family and Vee.
I had previously spoken with my family, and they agreed to a truce. They accepted my relationship with Vee, although they never made any attempts to include her in our family life. They had hoped our love story would end when I went to college.
It was the only gift I asked them for. Of course, I received many presents from my parents, sisters, and friends. But the best gift was the kind way everyone treated Vee.
Once everyone had gone home, I snuck out of my house to meet Vee at our special place in her back yard.
She was waiting for me under a blanket.
"Welcome, birthday boy. I have my present for you right here. But you have to unwrap it yourself."
I knelt at her side and undressed Vee with shaking hands. I removed her clothes, one by one, very slowly. I admired every inch of her bare skin, placing a kiss here and there, each time a new part of her body was revealed.
Then, she undressed me, and we lay naked on the bedspread, looking at each other.
"You're shaking," I said, resting my hand on her belly button.
"It's just the desire."
I laughed, but it wasn't a lie. I wasn't nervous. I was completely at ease with Vee.
I moved closer slowly and kissed her lips, as I had done so many times before. I lost myself in the kiss. It always happened to me. I closed my eyes, and everything disappeared. A bright, warm light enveloped us, a place free from Jewish parental demands or a gray and uncertain future without Vee.
A bright place where there were only two people-- Vee and me.
I caressed every inch of her skin with the tips of my fingers, barely touching her.
Vee moaned.
"Is this okay?" I asked.
"Very," she sighed, happily.
She turned her face into my chest and whispered, "I need you inside me, Yaron."
The first time I entered Vee, I knew that nothing could ever top it. And I'm not talking about pleasure. I'm talking about how when Vee and I had first made love, I had discovered that this is home. Two become one, as the Torah says.
We smiled like two fools in love, who had found their partner for life.
When Vee fell asleep with her head on my chest, I thought about the promises we had made to each other. We had made them too lightly, often without realizing it.



Love... Forever... My head analyzed the words. They were powerful. They contained much more than what met the eye.
Two hours later, when I quietly slipped away so as not to wake her, and returned to my house, a new insecurity had settled inside me. Because I could give Vee all the emotions she wanted, but what would happen when I left for Harvard? Who would provide her with the constant vertigo she needed?
What would happen when Vee would leave to pursue her dreams in Los Angeles? What would she choose when she had to make decisions?
Not me. I was positive about that. Her dreams would always come first. And even though I didn't know when that moment would come, I was already starting to go crazy.
Dreaming was free and easy, people spent their lives doing it. A house, a family, a great job, and a fairytale love that ended up being reciprocated.
I dreamed about Vee and me, despite having her by my side. Because, although we were in a bubble hidden from real life, I knew that the future would catch up with us and would make us different. Perhaps, we wouldn't fit together anymore.
Things were happening too fast, and the countdown in my head kept ticking.
Tick-tock.
Tick-tock.
CHAPTER 17: VEE
I had always believed that loyalty was a very animalistic feeling. It was not learned; it would just spring up, like a deep root that was impossible to pull out.
And I was loyal to Yaron.
But he was leaving for college, and the time to pursue my dreams had finally arrived.
I had to leave. I had to take my dreams and leave. I would have everything. Because everything was what I deserved. I had spent my whole life fantasizing about it; crossing off days on an imaginary calendar; living the future in my head, while ignoring the present.
I would find a place where I could be whatever I wanted, and others would appreciate it. I would be loved and admired. I would live in a brand-new home, where everything would work. The fridge would never be empty. I would own fancy designer clothes. My father would always have the care he desperately needed.
However, I hadn't taken into account that my path could cross with another. Much less with someone like Yaron.
The first time I saw him, I knew we would be friends. That blond boy with sky blue eyes became part of my world. And I fell in love with him.
I discovered that I was in love with Yaron one winter afternoon. He hadn't kissed me yet. It would still be a long way off, but he had taken me to the Christmas market and bought me some candy.
We were walking through the stalls, and then he stopped. He turned, looked at me, and touched the tip of my nose.
"Snow?" I asked.
He shook his head and put his finger to his mouth.
"Sugar."
He smiled, and I felt it. Inside. My heart was pressing my ribs and turning my stomach inside out. I had to hold on to his arm to keep from falling.
"Are you okay?"
"Yeah, I got a little dizzy."
Yaron told me off for eating too much. Then we continued to wander around the Christmas market, laughing about silly things and killing time before going home.
It didn't go away until I was alone in my room that afternoon. That day, I knew I was in love with him. The feeling only grew stronger and stronger.
The fact that I loved Yaron, made my plans more complicated. The fact that he loved me, changed everything.
However, what would you do when the person you loved the most was the only one who could stop you from achieving your dreams? You would close your eyes and pray that you would never have to choose. You would keep dreaming, ignoring that you were running out of time.
I had to go. Even if it hurt.
I had to.
And it sucked.
The door opened, and I jumped up. There he was. His clear gaze searching for mine.
"Yaron!"
I ran to him, and he buried me in his arms. Nothing bad ever happened in there. I breathed against the wool of his sweater.
When I looked up, he ran his fingers over my cheek and whispered with concern.
"What's wrong, Vee?"
"You're going to college."
He nodded, still watching me, and then he fixed his eyes on mine, in a hidden place that no one else was able to see, but he could. Not always. Sometimes, I managed to fool him, but when I let my guard down, he was cunning.
"But there is more. Isn't there?"
"I'm leaving, too." And then I told him what Barnaby had done for me. I had a chance to go to Los Angeles with a job waiting for me. It didn't seem like much, and it didn't even have to go well, but it was what I needed. A push. A chance.
"How do you feel about it?"
Yaron looked at my face and held it in his hands. The feelings of loss inside me were stronger than ever. I was going to be alone. On my own. I was scared.
"I'm fine."
He closed his eyes for a second, just enough to accept that I had lied to him, and I promised myself I wouldn't do it again.
"Don't lie to me, Evangeline. Don't ever lie to me. Do you hear me?"
My eyes were filled with tears. That was the first time he had called me Evangeline. I knew why.
"Everything is wrong, Yaron."
He put an arm around my shoulders and pulled me towards him.
"I know, Vee."
I rested my head on his shoulder, and we stood like this until it got dark.
CHAPTER 18: YARON
It's not every day that your heart gets broken. We walked aimlessly. I could hear Vee talking about her plans in the background, like the trees moving in the wind or the sound of some birds, but for the first time, I wasn't listening to her. I didn't want to.
I looked at her, waiting for a signal to jump in and ask her to stay.
"Are you listening to me, Yaron?"
I blinked and looked at her. She looked gorgeous. So gorgeous that I hated her for coming into my life, only to leave years later.
"I'll talk to my father."
"What?"
I grabbed onto the only possibility I found, not realizing that with every passing second, Vee was opening her eyes to a dark version of Yaron, who had never wanted her to get what she wanted.
Not if it meant losing her.
"I can ask my father to give you a job."
Her hand slipped from mine, and she looked at me as if I were a stranger. After all, that was what I was to her at that moment.
"What the hell are you saying?"
I ran my hands over my face and begged.
"Please, don't go. You don't have to. Especially not for a crappy job."
"I'm sorry I don't have a father who owns a building company and can pay for the best college. I'm sorry I'm not a straight-A student who was accepted into every university he sent an application to," she spat at me, without hiding her anger. "I'm sorry all I have is a drunk father, instead of the perfect family who loves me and supports me."
Her words felt like a slap in the face. She turned around and walked away from me.
I followed her. "Vee, you don't have to leave everything to go to Los Angeles to clean tables. That's not success. That's clinging to a stupid dream."
She stopped, turned around, and looked at me with eyes full of pain.
I covered my mouth with my hand. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean it like that."
Vee swallowed and it happened. She looked at me like she had never looked at me before. She put on the armor she used to face the rest of the world.
"Yes, you did."
"Vee..."
She ran off, and I dropped to the ground. I let myself be carried away by the fear of losing her.
I headed to her house and entered without thinking about what I wanted to say or do.
Her father was dozing on the couch. He was wearing an old hat. I looked at him for a few seconds before slamming the door shut so the slam would wake him. He jumped and sat up.
"Mr. Beilinson..." Vee's father blinked a few times and focused his eyes on me.
"She is leaving," my voice cracked.
He sighed and nodded. His gaze was lost in the distance. He didn't seem sad, nor happy. He looked... calm. Resigned.
"She'll be fine."
"How can you be so calm? How can you let her just leave? You can't let her go! You're her father; it's your duty to prevent her from doing stupid things like this."
He picked up the bottle that was resting on the floor and took a long drink. Then, he handed it to me. The burn of the whiskey turned my stomach, but I didn't stop; maybe the alcohol would dissolve what the giant black hole that was swallowing my whole world.
Love hurt. I didn't get what it meant until that moment.
I sat on the floor. A bird chirped somewhere.
Then, he spoke, and showed me that, in spite of everything, he was still a father.
"Love is about respecting the dreams and freedom of others. I may not have been the best father in the world, but I love my daughter. Never doubt that, Yaron Beilinson."
I knew I had completely screwed up. I turned, and there was Vee.
She had heard it all. My pleas. My reproaches. My pain.
She said nothing. She didn't need to.
I followed her into her bedroom. It was messier than ever. I quickly realized it was because Vee had started getting rid of everything she didn't care about and sorting out what she wanted to take with her.
What was my place in all this? I guess I was about to find out.
She sat down on her bed, and I felt her more distant than ever.
"I thought you believed in me."
I closed my eyes and accepted her complaint. I deserved no less. However, there was no time for half-truths anymore.
"I believe in you. But I also believe in us. I don't want to lose you."
I probably sounded pathetic, but I didn't dare. The silence became thick. The room smelled of disappointment, of my anger, of the fear we both felt that our relationship would end like this.
She raised her hand, and her scar shone.
"I've never told you how I got it."
"Vee, you don't..."
"It was December. I remember because through the window at home I could see the neighbors' Christmas lights. Our house was the only one that wasn't decorated. I waited for Dad all afternoon, but he didn't come back. He'd been doing that a lot. He'd go out very early and show up when I thought he wouldn't and I'd have to call the police. I decided to make dinner. It wasn't the first time. I was six years old, but I already knew how to cook a roast much better than most adults. However, there was not much, so I decided on some eggs. I put the oil to heat and, the moment I cracked the first shell with the edge of the pan, I heard the door. His footsteps. He was drunk."
I nodded, inviting Vee to go on, my heart hammering in my chest.
"He loved fried eggs so I kept cooking. However, he was not alone. A woman's laugh crept into the house. I smiled. You know, back then I believed in fairy tales. I fantasized that one day one of those women with an easy laugh and a thick perfume would become my mother. I suppose I don't need to explain to you that this never happened."
I looked at her tenderly. She didn't need to say anything, I sat at her side, our bodies touched, always magnetized to each other. I opened my arms, and she leaned on my chest.
For a brief moment, the black hole of pain stopped swallowing me, and the world made sense again.
"Dad came into the kitchen, opened the fridge, and searched through it while the oil sizzled in the pan. He cursed under his breath, when he dropped a carton of milk and it smashed on the floor. 'Are you okay, Dad?' He turned at the sound of my voice, as if he had forgotten that I existed; that his six-year-old daughter was waiting for him at home. Alone."
I hugged Vee tightly.
"He slipped on the milk and lunged at me. He tried to grab onto something to keep from falling and reached for the handle of the frying pan."
Vee trembled. I closed my eyes to control everything I was feeling at that moment. I started to cry.
"When your skin burns, it's like millions of needles sticking inside you until they touch the bone. That's what you feel. The hurt is so intense that you want to die, Yaron. I can't explain it any other way."
I grabbed her hand and intertwined it with mine. I caressed that roughness that would always be part of her. I brought it to my mouth and kissed it. I hated her father so much at that moment that I could have killed him.
"You don't get what I'm trying to say. The good thing about intense pain is that it doesn't last forever. At least, not in the same way. It fades away. It becomes something else."
Vee turned and stroked my cheek tenderly. She ran her fingers over my eyelids, over my nose, and ended up on my lips.
She was proving to me, once again, how strong she was and how weak I looked next to her.
And not only that, but also that she was right. She had to leave.
"I fainted, of course. When I opened my eyes, a woman was cleaning my wound. She also gave me a painkiller and explained to me how to clean myself every day so it wouldn't get infected."
"How did you get there?"
"The woman Dad brought home had taken me to the E.R."
"And your father?"
Vee laughed sadly.
"He was so drunk that he was still on the kitchen floor. The next day, he didn't remember what had happened, so I told him I had burned myself making dinner and we never talked about it again."
"But your wound..."
It was impossible for Luke not to know. It was unthinkable that he didn't wonder every second of his existence what had happened to his daughter's hand.
Vee looked at me and I saw a pain so deep in her eyes that I didn't know how she managed to hide it every day.
"Do you think he didn't carry his own scar that night? You can't see it, but it's surely worse than mine."
Accident or not, Luke Hart was responsible for that six-year-old girl, who had been forced to grow up too fast.
"He deserves it. Your father deserves to live with this hurt. To drown himself in a bottle every time he looks at you," I blurted out, still in tears.
To my surprise, Vee nodded. Then she lost herself in her memories again with a soft smile.
"I never saw that woman again. I would have liked to thank her for what she did. But before she left, she told me something that marked me forever. She told me that this life was not for me, that I should never believe otherwise. That I was destined for great things. That no one, not even a drunk father or an ugly scar, could ever stop me. Only myself."
Her voice broke. I gritted my teeth. I hugged her, hid my face in her neck, and asked for forgiveness until she said that she loved me.
CHAPTER 19: YARON
When I got home, I found my mother sitting in the armchair in the living room. She was knitting a sweater. She looked up at me, but said nothing.
"She's leaving," I said. I was sure she could hear the pain and defeat in my voice.
She sighed and pressed her lips into a tight line. I noticed more wrinkles on her face than I remembered.
"You knew she would one day, Yaron."
I smiled half-heartedly. I did know, I always had, but a part of me clung to the hope that it wouldn't happen. Deep down, I thought our relationship would make her change her mind. That being together would become her new dream.
"I don't know what to do. I don't want to lose her."
My mother nodded slowly and continued knitting. I liked watching her fingers, moving the needles with such precision.
"You can't do anything, Yaron. It's her decision to make, not yours."
"I could make her change her mind."
"Do you really want to crush that girl's dreams just to keep her with you?"
"No... I can't do that," I admitted, defeated. Vee's dreams were what had kept her going through her hellish life with a smile and her spirit intact.
Mom smiled and gave me a short nod of approval.
"So, I do nothing...?"
"You support her and you are there for her if she needs you. That's what true friends do."
I opened my mouth, but Mom continued, "It will hurt for a long while. I know. But then time will pass and it'll hurt less. Then, you'll meet another girl and she'll become a distant memory. That's life."
My mother's voice was sweet, carrying the weight of wisdom from someone who had lived a lot, and knew love was more complicated than we often believe.
"What if...?" I swallowed. The words were on the tip of my tongue, but I didn't dare say them aloud. I wasn't that brave.
"What if you go with her?" Her fingers trembled for a moment before she continued knitting.
I nodded. "Just for a while. To make sure she's okay. Maybe it'll work. Maybe that's what we both need."
Mom sighed and laid the needles on her lap. She took off her glasses and looked at me, her eyes filled with tenderness. She had always been an expert at hiding fear.
"What would you do there, Yaron? What about your dreams?"
I didn't care about any of those questions, as long as Vee was with me. I was terrified she would meet someone else and stop loving me.
But Mom was right. Vee had made her choice--a choice for a better future, a dream that didn't include me. She wasn't leaving because she didn't love me. She was leaving because she had chosen what was best for her.
Right then, it was my turn to be brave and do the same.
I didn't know if my mother could see the mess I was drowning in through my eyes. I didn't know if her question was a coincidence or premeditated. All I knew was that her words helped me get back on my feet and face reality.
"Has she ever asked you?"
I blinked and looked away. No, Vee hadn't. Not once had she asked me to go with her. We hadn't made any pledges or commitments, and I knew why. She didn't want me there because she was willing to do anything to become rich and famous. That had always been her goal.
"Thanks, Mom."
"It's okay to feel heartbroken, Yaron. But, believe me, it will pass. Everything does. At most, it will leave a scar and make you wiser for your next relationship."
I tried to believe her, but at that moment, all I felt was pain.
The next day, I went to the travel agency and bought Vee a plane ticket.
CHAPTER 20: VEE
I went down the stairs and found that I was alone. There was no trace of my father. It wasn't strange, and I didn't care, either. He had long since forgotten that life is ruled by a calendar. I drank a glass of water and skipped breakfast; my stomach was upset.
I had finally found some light. Barnaby had shown me a way out of my present life. He was a good man beneath his grumpy-old-man disguise.
The only downside was leaving Yaron. I never thought I would fall in love--it wasn't in my plans. I loved him the only way I knew how to love-- completely and without reservations, for everything he was, and even the things I didn't like. Because there were those, too.
He loved me the same way. I knew it. I felt it, despite my madness, my impulses, and the oddities he didn't always understand.
But life didn't revolve around love. Life was much more than that. Life was personal fulfillment. It was risk. It was falling and getting up a thousand times. It was about finding out who you were and who you weren't. It was about becoming your own person.
Yaron and I loved each other deeply, but I had to find a way to fill the emptiness inside me. One that didn't depend on Yaron. I couldn't use him to "complete me." I refused to depend on him. That was codependency, not love. I'd learned that concept from a movie.
I didn't want to let Yaron go. The thought twisted in my chest--a pang of regret before I'd even taken a single step toward that decision. But I knew--had always known, perhaps--that no matter how much love there was between us, I couldn't stay tethered to him if it meant losing sight of myself.
I used to think love was enough, that it could bridge all the gaps, fill all of the cracks. But the deeper I sank into this relationship, the more I realized that love was only one piece of the puzzle. It couldn't carry the weight of my unresolved fears, my unmet dreams, or the heavy silences that filled my mind when I was alone. I had to carry those on my own.



No amount of affection or comfort from Yaron could replace the work I needed to do on myself. I needed space--a chance to find myself.
Leaving Yaron would hurt, but staying could mean losing myself entirely. And I couldn't let that happen. I wouldn't let that happen.
So, that day, when I went out to look for Yaron and we met halfway between his house and mine, I smiled. That coincidence showed me once again that we would always meet. But I also accepted that this was going to be the hardest thing I would ever do in my entire life.
"I have something for you, Vee."
I bit my lip and couldn't hold back. I threw myself against his chest and hugged him. When we separated, we walked to a park and sat down.
I took a deep breath and prepared to say goodbye.
"I've only been sure of two things in my entire life. The first is that I have to go, Yaron."
He nodded, his hand squeezing mine tightly.
"And the second?"
"I love you." My voice shook. My body, too. My heart was in a knot.
Yaron tilted his face and smiled. And that smile wasn't filled with hurt or doubt. It was the smile of the boy who knew that I loved him, but also knew I had to leave.
"I love you, too."
He pulled an envelope from the inside pocket of his jacket and handed it to me. The usual tickle settled in my gut. I opened it and felt uncontrollable tears on my cheeks.
"Yaron... This is too much."
I looked at the plane ticket between my fingers and laughed. Because love is like that--warm, generous, unexpected, even if it gets cloudy sometimes. He was letting me go and encouraging me to dream as big as I dared.
"It's just a reservation. You'll have to come with me to finalize everything."
I looked at the price and tensed. It was excessive.
"I can't accept this."
"Yes, you can." Yaron grabbed my chin to make me look at him and left a sweet kiss on my nose. "And you must."
I sighed. To hell with formalities. Screw regrets, the morally acceptable, and the reluctance to accept favors. Screw everything. I was going to Los Angeles.
I had to try. And one day, I would return. I would come back with good memories, a bunch of presents for Barnaby and my father, and a filled void and healed heart to give to Yaron.
I pressed my forehead against his. "Thank you."
"Everything will be okay, Vee. Don't ask me how, but I know it."
I smiled.
"I'll call you every day, and I'll think about you every night," I said. "I'll come back for you, Yaron."
I kissed him with passion, with desperation, letting him know how much he meant to me.
Yaron and me. It was possible. We were going to make it work.

++0++

When I came home, my father was waiting for me. I quickly noticed something different about him.
"You're not drunk."
He smiled sadly, and nodded. I couldn't remember the last time we had a moment like this--real, just the two of us, without anything in the way.
"I don't think I'll last long without reaching for a bottle, but I wanted to tell you this while it's still me."
His voice trembled, and I hugged myself, despite the warmth of the fire.
"I haven't been the father you needed. Actually, I haven't been a father at all --just a burden. I've always known that, and I accepted it because it was easier than fighting for you to have the life you deserved.
"But you're smart, strong, and brave. You're capable of anything, Vee, and that's why you have to leave without looking back."
He placed a wad of bills, tied with a rubber band, on the table. We barely had any money. Dad lived on state aid or worked odd jobs, and between that and what I earned helping Barnaby with his garden, or running errands for Mrs. Hudson, we got by. My own savings had taken years to scrape together and wasn't much, but the money on the table nearly doubled it.
"What's that?"
"I've been saving. I also sold my watch and a couple of your mother's jewels. It's not much, but I'd feel better knowing you have something to fall back on."
I searched for words, then sighed, feeling a flicker of hope settle in. Maybe things would be okay. Maybe everything would be okay.
"Thanks, Dad."
"You'll make it."
"I know."
We laughed, but it wasn't a lie. I would make it. I had risked too much not to.

END OF PART 1




        