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        Shortly after the Civil War ended a young man named Seth Bernstein rode west and settled just outside of Cheyenne. He built a ranch, the Bar S, one of the finest horse ranches in the area. He married a young girl named Charity, and they had three daughters – Ruby, Faith, and the youngest, Grace.
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        Brides On The Way

      

      The town of Livingston, Montana was bustling on Thursday morning. The mayor and his council were meeting to finalize plans for the next day’s arrival. Reverend Click had swept the chapel and was rehearsing the ceremony. Tomorrow, he

      would officiate at five weddings, when the mail-order brides arrived on the train. There were five of them, from Ohio, coming to meet and marry their husbands and begin new lives in Montana.

      Down Main Street, at the Salt Shaker Saloon, Jed Daniels was polishing the bar and keeping his few customers happy. The bar girls weren’t at work yet, so he kept the beer and whiskey flowing. Morgan Baxter was at the bar with some friends, celebrating his last day as a single man. His ruddy face hinted at the amount of liquor he’d been drinking.

      “In twenty-four hours I’ll be walking Abigail home,” he said, downing his third shot of bourbon. “No, I meant I’ll be walking Mrs. Baxter home.” He smiled at his reflection in the large mirror, as his friends laughed and sipped their drinks.

      “Not if you keep carrying on like an idiot,” said a voice from the doorway. They turned to the strange voice, and saw a man in his twenties, blonde, wearing a tied down gun belt. “I just got into town and I don’t need to hear any drunks hollering.”

      Jed Daniels put down the bottle he was holding. “Mister, this is just a little wedding celebration. Morgan here is getting married tomorrow. He don’t mean no harm.”

      “Right.” smiled Morgan. “Let me buy you a drink.”

      “I don’t drink with small town hayseeds,” said the stranger, stepping close, his hand rested on his pistol. “Now you boys just clear out and let me drink in peace.”

      “No sir,” Morgan said, his face flushing. “This is my home town and I have a right to celebrate my wedding day.”

      “You either get out or they’ll carry you out,” said the stranger taking another step forward. Morgan’s friends moved away from him as he stood taller, his face flushed.

      “I’m going to buy you a drink and go home,” said Morgan. But instead of reaching into his pocket, his hand went to his pistol.

      The stranger was too fast. His gun was out and fired before Morgan could clear his holster. As Morgan staggered back from the bullet’s impact, the stranger shot him again. The saloon was in shocked silence as Morgan’s body fell to the floor.

      “No wedding plans now,’ said the blonde stranger. “Maybe I’ll just have to take care of his new woman myself.”  He started to turn, then stopped. “I’m new in town. They know me down in Wyoming. I’ve shot and killed three men down there. Just so you know, my name is Robert Bernstein. Remember that name” He backed slowly to the door, then turned and left.

      “Oh my God,” said one of Morgan’s friends. “He just came in, shot Morg dead and didn’t even have a drink”

      Jed Daniels, the bartender, stood staring at the door where the stranger had stood. Then he came around the bar to help with Morgan’s body. Tomorrow there was someone he needed to see.
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        Here come the Brides

      

      The train was on time the next day, with a crowd waiting to see the brides. As they stepped down onto the platform, they met their future husbands. They were women who wanted a fresh start and gambled everything on a new life with a new husband in Montana, far from their Ohio roots. The crowd watched as they met their men, ranchers and townsmen who were lonely and wanted families.

      There was Lucy, a short, skinny woman with a pretty smile. Then Constance was introduced, a large, solid woman who would be fit for the ranch chores. Then came Jessica, a busty farm girl, and Marie, a sober-looking woman in a new frock. Finally, wearing a simple checked dress, Abigail stepped off the train.  A tall, shapely young girl, she had auburn hair and green eyes. She was pale and shaken, having been told just minutes ago that her future husband was not meeting the train.

      Jed Daniels sought her out and introduced himself. “There’s been talk of getting you a hotel room,” he said. “But that’s expensive and it will drain your money quickly. I have a room above the saloon that is clean and safe. You can stay there free until you decide what will come next.”

      “That’s very kind, Mr. Daniels. I don’t have enough money to get back to Ohio, and I don’t want that anyway. So I accept your offer with thanks.” They all strolled over to the small church, where the brides were married. Jed introduced his wife to Abigail, and they went with her to the saloon, after the wedding, and helped her settle into her room.

      As they left to go home, Jed’s wife took his arm. “You’re a kind man, Jed,” she said.” This is not the first saloon that young woman has seen. She’s one tough cookie.”
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        The Quiet Woodsman

      

      Early the next morning Jed mounted his horse and rode out of town. He followed the trail along the river for two miles, then cut uphill towards a large log home surrounded by a wide deck, He dismounted and started up the steps to the house, only then noticing the man watching him from the corner of the deck.

      “Good morning, Jedediah,” said young man, getting to his feet. “What brings you out here so early?” He waved as Jed started to talk, and said “There’s fresh coffee inside. Come in and have some.” He led the way into the large main room, motioned Jed to a seat near the fireplace, then brought him a steaming mug of coffee.

      “Thank you,” said Ben, sipping the hot coffee. “I wouldn’t have bothered you, Mr. Burns, but something bad has happened you need to know about.” Jed told Burns about the stranger in the saloon and Morgan Baxter’s shooting. He explained that he was putting the young bride up in the saloon for now.

      “Are you certain,” he said. Burns was a tall man, over six feet, with dark, long hair.

      “Yes sir, he certainly did.” said Jed. He stood up and swallowed the last of his coffee. “Like I said, I hate to bother you out here, but I thought you’d want to know.’

      “I do,” said Burns. He shook Jed’s hand and showed him to the door. “I’m not certain what I’ll do about it,” he said. “Is the killer gone by now?”

      “No sir,” said Jed. “He’s still in town and has been asking about Morgan’s bride.”

      “Then there’s no time to waste,” said Burns. “Don’t mention you saw me, but I’ll be in town this afternoon.”  Jed agreed and headed out for his horse. Burns watched him mount up and ride away, then sighed and opened his rifle cabinet. In the back, out of sight, was a tooled leather holster. It held two shiny Colt Dragoon revolvers. Burns slipped them out of the holster, then unloaded, cleaned and oiled each. Then he belted on the holster and reloaded each pistol.

      “This makes no sense,” he said to himself. “Bernstein isn’t even my real name.” He remembered how he fallen in love with Charity when he was much younger. He had wanted to be part of Seth’s family so much that he had started calling himself Robert Bernstein, and considered himself a brother.

      It had all been a fantasy; one that grew and warped as he drank and wandered the west in search of Charity. He had shot three men in fair gunfights, and after each one, he had made certain everyone heard his name. He wanted a reputation that would grow, one that might attract Charity’s attention, wherever she was. He finally found her by chance, when he heard where Seth lived. And when he saw her, his fantasy, his dream, had fallen apart. He had tried to take her by force, even taking a shot at Seth. But he had missed and hit Charity instead and fled. His life had suddenly become

      pointless. He never drank again and he hung up his guns.

      “It’s been awhile,” he said softly. “But now it’s time to tell the truth.”
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        The Gunman on the Bay

      

      In town, people looked up to see a man of about thirty riding in on a tall bay. He wore a gray shirt, black hat, and two pistols. Townspeople saw the pistols were tied down, as only gunmen dismounted, patted the bay, and strolled back to the side door. He opened the Door and stepped into the kitchen, which was empty. The coffee was hot on the stove, so he took a mug and wore them and looked away. Some people thought he looked familiar, but they couldn’t place him. He definitely was not a regular in town, but seemed to know his way to the saloon. He filled it. Looking around, he pulled a chair back into the corner so he was facing the outside door and the one to the saloon itself. Only then did he raise the mug and sip the strong coffee.

      The saloon door opened a bit, and Jed peeked in. “I figured it was you,” he said. “Here’s someone I want you to meet.” He stepped into the room, followed by a tall girl in dungarees and a gingham shirt. Her auburn hair was tied in a ponytail, but what caught the man’s immediate attention were her green intelligent eyes. She looked at his face, appraising him, then sat in the chair Jed held out for her.

      “Abigail, this is the man I told you about,” said Jed. “Mr. Burns, this is Abigail Donovan. She’s in a tight spot. I told her maybe you could help.” He looked at Burns hopefully, then opened the door into the saloon. “I’ll be out here if you need anything,” Jed closed the door, and they were alone.

      “Thank you for coming to meet me, Mr. Burns,” she said, her green eyes meeting his. “Everyone has been so kind to me. She looked down, and Burns caught sight of a tear on her cheek. He pulled his chair up to the table and patted her hand.

      “First of all, my name is Bob,” he said.  “And there’s got to be a way out of this for you.” She wiped her eyes and sat up straight.

      “I grew up on a farm,” she said. “I was used to long days of chores, helping my father. “But when he died, I couldn’t keep up with everything. I tried, but the bank was pushing hard, so I sold and had a bit of cash. I’m good with horses and crops, but I don’t know much else. Pretty soon the men in town were offering me money to work in a bar, but I wouldn’t do it. I signed on to come out here to live on a ranch. But even then I’d have to marry a stranger. I just don’t know.” She gave up holding back and sobbed, holding her face in her hands.

      “You’re in ranch country now,” said Burns, putting his hand gently on her back. “People here will help you get settled.”

      “Coming out here took almost all of my money,” she said. “I don’t know what to do or where to go. I will not work as a bar girl here, either.”

      “No decent person will allow that,” said Burns. He drained his coffee mug and caught himself staring into her green eyes again. “Don’t think of leaving just yet,” he said. “But if you want, people will pitch in to get you back to Ohio.”

      “There’s nothing for me there anymore,” said Abigail.  “This is where I have to live. I have to come up with a plan.” Her eyes stared at Burns, and he nodded.

      “I’ll help, Abigail” he said. ”Give me a bit to see what I can come up with. Jed and his wife are good people. You’ll be safe with them.”

      “Thank you Mr.,” she paused. “Thank you, Bob. I’m honored to have you as a friend.” She shook his hand as they both rose. Burns felt her soft squeeze and stared once again into her green eyes before she turned and went out into the saloon.
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        The Man from Wyoming

      

      The kitchen seemed empty once Abigail left the room. Burns poured himself another cup of coffee and sat down just as Jed opened the door and stepped in. He got himself a mug of coffee and joined Burns at the table.

      “I have a question, Jed,” said Burns. “Why did you ride out all the way to my place with the news? Plenty of folks would have helped out.”

      Jed took a sip of his coffee, looked at Burns, and shrugged. “A few years ago I was down Wyoming way. I had stopped in town and happened to witness a shooting.” He paused as Burns nodded and smiled. “Anyhow,” said Jed, “I heard later the shooter had turned himself in and spent time in jail. Then I head the woman he had wounded survived, said her shooter was drunk and upset. She refused to press charges and they released the man from jail.” Jed finished his coffee. “I saw the man who shot down Morgan, and I thought the real Robert Bernstein should know about it.”

      “I guess my secret is out,” said Burns. “It was bound to happen somewhere.” He drained his coffee. ‘What you heard is all true,” he said. “Back in those days I made a lot of money with furs. I also used my pistols a lot. I shot three men who drew on me first and got to thinking I was pretty hot. Luckily, I put my money in a bank to grow and invested some in the Wyoming mines. So while I was getting rich, I went looking for my childhood girlfriend. I was drinking a lot then, and somehow I convinced myself that she would love me after all these years.”

      “We all change, Mr. Burns,” said Jed.

      “Well, I eventually found her,” said Burns. “She was with my old friend Seth, and I was stupid and drunk and tried to take her away by gunpoint. I ended up aiming to shoot Seth and hit her instead. I thought I killed her, and I ran away.” He shook his head slowly.

      “But she survived,” said Jed.  “And she wouldn’t press charge against you.”

      “Which shows what a good person she was. And is. She gave me a chance to straighten out my life. I wrote her and Seth a letter. I thanked them both, said I was sorry, and that I would never bother them again. Today is the first day I’ve worn these guns since. I’ve come here to Livingston to live quietly and keep to myself. I raise some cattle and horses up on my land. And I haven’t had a drink since that horrible day. I’m a different person, Jed. And I thank you for keeping quiet about who I am. You’re a good man.”

      “I will always do what I can,” said Jed. He stood up and reached across the table to shake the other man’s hand, their eyes meeting. “But what are we going to do about the young lady? She has no money, and that man who pretends to be you wants to take her away. She is in a bad position.”

      “I have to meet this killer and clear a few things up,” said Burns. “Leave him to me. We can all work on a way to help Abigail after he’s out of the way.”

      “You shouldn’t have to take on that young man yourself,” said Jed. “We can get a group together.”

      “This is personal,” said Burns. “He used my name in a killing. Besides, I have a little experience facing fast guns.” He smiled. “I’ll put my horse away and sit in here for a bit. We’ll see what comes up.”

      When Jed went out into the saloon, Burns went out the side door. He untied his horse, mounted up, and rode down the main street. Then he turned down an alley and rode slowly to the livery stable.  He paid to have his horse fed and watered, then left quietly. He walked further down the alley, then tuned into the narrow space beside the saloon. The kitchen door was still unlocked. Burns went in. The coffee was cold, so he threw some sticks into the stove and blew on them until the fire was burning again. While it heated the stove top, Burns used the hand pump to fill the coffee pot, then poured in coffee ground, put the pot on the stove, and let it start to work.

      Burns took out his guns and put them on the table, even though he had cleaned them that morning. His life would depend on them being ready and loaded. As he checked the big 44 caliber bullets, his thoughts went to Abigail. She was a strong and brave young lady who was stuck in a tight situation. No man would take her away if he could prevent it. He remembered when he had tried taking a woman and shook his head. It would not happen.  And then, he pictured Abigail’s green eyes and smiled. They were worth fighting for. He buckled on his holster and then slid the pistols in. Now he was ready.
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        The Desperate Abigail

      

      Abigail left the kitchen and stepped out of the saloon to enjoy the fresh air. She almost bumped into Jessica, one of the brides.

      “I was just coming to see you,” said Jessica. “Let’s sit and talk.” She nodded at two of the wooden chairs on the boardwalk outside the saloon. They went over and sat down.

      “How is married life?” asked Abigail, noting Jessica’s glowing face.

      “It’s everything I dreamed of,” said Jessica. “Back home, every fella I had dinner with or met at a dance kept staring at my bust. They were polite and fun, but I knew as soon as we were alone I’d be pawed. But this is so different. Delbert is gentle and polite, almost like he is a schoolboy. He’s been so lonely that he almost worships me and waits on me hand and foot.

      “I’m so happy for you,” said Abigail, squeezing Jessica’s hand.

      “I came here to tell you to be patient,” said Jessica. “Two of the men have brothers who are single. We’ll find you a husband.”

      “No,” said Abigail. “The whole plan was wrong for me. I had to escape Ohio to

      keep my virtue intact, but I was still selling my body.”

      “Everyone who gets married does,” said Jessica. “But it’s not selling your body. It’s sharing yourself as part of love.”

      “But no one loves me,” said Abigail. “People are nice and helpful, like Jed and his wife. But no one has taken a chance or risked anything for me. No one has shown any sign of love.”

      “You’ve only been here a day,” said Jessica, “Give it a chance, Abigail.”.

      “I want to,” said Abigail. ”But I don’t know what could happen.” She stood up and hugged Jessica.” Thank you, Jessica. But I don’t know if there’s any way out.” She turned and walked into the saloon, then felt guilty about leaving Jessica abruptly. She turned and stepped to the door, almost bumping into the blonde killer.
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        Abigail’s Ultimatum

      

      “Just who I was looking for,” he said, looking her up and down. ’I stopped in to buy you a drink, pretty lady.” He stepped into the saloon, blocking the door.

      “No thank you,” she said.  “I was just leaving.”

      “That’s not being polite,” said the killer. He took her arm and pushed her to a table, forcing her down into a chair. “When a man offers you a drink, you accept.”  He waved at Jed and ordered a bottle.

      “I hear you need a husband real bad,” he said. “So I think I can help you out.” Jed brought the bottle and two glasses, looked uncertain, but went back behind the bar.

      “You heard wrong,” she said. “I don’t need a husband, and especially not you.”

      He poured her a glass of whiskey and slid it across the table. “Drink it,” he said. “Then you and me is going upstairs to celebrate being married.”

      ‘I will never marry you:” she said, her voice cold. “Now leave me alone.” She started to turn away from him, but the killer took her arm roughly in his hand. “You’ll do whatever I want you to do, pretty lady. And it’s time to go upstairs to show you what I mean. He took her arm again and started to stand up when the kitchen door opened, and Burns stepped into the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      
        The Gunmen Meet

      

      The killer released Abigail’s arm and stood to face Burns. His eyes caught the twin pistols. “Hey,” he said. “Time for you to leave; my wife and I want to be alone.” He looked at Abigail and put his hand on his pistol.

      “I’m on my way out,” said Burns. “But I want a drink first. Here, let me buy you one too, sir.” He stepped to the bar, his back to the killer. Burns nodded at Jed who looked confused but poured two whiskeys.

      “Do you know who I am?” asked the killer, stepping up to take the whiskey Burns held out.  “I’m Robert Bernstein. I’ve shot four men.”

      “I don’t know who you are,” said Burns. He picked up his glass of whiskey and took a step toward the killer. “I know who you aren’t, though. My name is Robert Bernstein. If you leave right now and never come back, you won’t be shot.”

      Bernstein watched the killer glance over at Abigail, who was still at the table and out of the line of fire. “She is my friend, and she stays here.”

      The killer’s eyes flashed as his hand started for his gun, but Burns tossed his glass of whiskey into the man’s eyes. “It’s over,” he said. “Now get out.” Burns watched the killer turn away, wiping his eyes. He took a step towards the door, then drew his gun and spun, firing at Burns. The Colt Dragoon roared at the same time, knocking the killer back. He dropped the pistol and grabbed at his shoulder, now bloody.

      “Go out the door and turn left,” said Jed.  “Here, I can help.” He came around the bar and supported the killer as he staggered out the door.

      “You saved me,” cried Abigail, standing and starting toward him. “No!” she cried. “He shot you.” Burns glanced at his shoulder “At least he missed my gun arm.” He suddenly felt light headed and sat down. Abigail helped him take off his shirt, then checked his upper arm carefully. “The bullet went through some muscle,” she said. “But it missed your shoulder and arm bone.” She looked around helplessly. “How do I stop the bleeding?”

      “I can take care of that,” said Jed, coming in and seeing that Burns had been shot. “I have some clean towels and hot water in the kitchen.” He hurried to get them.

      “I can’t believe you got shot to save me,” she said. “No one’s ever done anything so brave for me.”

      “Well, I like you, Abigail. I couldn’t let him take you away because I’d never see those green eyes again.” Burns realized he was a bit dizzy and ought to shut up.

      He closed his eyes and then Jed was back, washing and wrapping his arm. “Just change the dressing before bed tonight and twice tomorrow.” Burns nodded. “I knew something was up when you ordered a drink,” said Jed.

      “Why?” asked Abigail.

      “It’s a long story,” said Burns.

      “Tell me?” He looked up and met her green eyes.

      “I’m closing up for a bit,” said Jed. “You two take your time.” He grabbed the soiled towels and went out the front door, closing and locking it.

      Abigail looked at Burns. “We can go out through the kitchen. It’s unlocked,” he said.

      “I can’t believe you don’t drink,” Abigail said. “You’re the perfect man”.
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        The Gunman Tells All

      

      “I’m far from perfect, Abigail. That man I shot could have been me a few years ago.”

      “You saved me from him”, she said, a few tears rolling down her cheeks. “He would have ruined my life and maybe killed me.”

      “I had to, Abigail. He was using my name, and I couldn’t let anyone think I would hurt you in any way.”

      “Why did he use your name?” She turned to look squarely into his eyes.

      “A few years ago I drank a lot and got a reputation as a gunfighter.” He hesitated, then went on. “I was looking for a girl from my teen years. I thought she loved me, which was just a warped dream. I found her and tried to take her home with me but of course she didn’t want to go along.” He looked down, avoiding her eyes. “There was a struggle, and I shot her by accident.”

      ‘Did you kill her?” Abigail took his hand and squeezed it. “What was her name?”

      He met her eyes again, and he hesitated a moment.

      “Charity.” Then he continued.

      “No. I hit her by accident. Thank God she survived. I turned myself in, but she refused to press charges. So I stopped drinking and moved here to get away from my reputation and shame.” He shook his head slowly. “So I’m very far from perfect, Abigail. I’m just glad I was here to help you.” He flexed his arm. “Now I guess I should get my horse and head for my ranch.”

      “No, Bob.”  She didn’t move and took his hand again. “I want to be honest with you because you were honest with me.” She took a deep breath. “I signed on as a bride to get away from Ohio. And I had to sell my father’s farm. All of that is true.” Tears started down her cheeks again. “But I left after I was working as a saloon girl, not before.” She sobbed. “I am so ashamed.” Burns reached out and hugged her with his good arm.

      “But here you are now,” he said. “All of that is behind you.” She stayed in his embrace.

      “I wasn’t a whore,” she said. “I flirted and stayed downstairs. I got touched a lot by drunks, but I wasn’t one of the whores upstairs.”

      “That’s because you’re a lady,” said Burns. “That’s why you left and came west” “But when people find out, no one will respect me here.”

      Burns realized he was still hugging her. “Who have you told?”

      “Just you,” she said. “But word will travel fast.”

      “Not this time,” Burns said. “What you told me is between us, Abigail. I will never share it with anyone.”

      “Then you are the perfect man,” she said. “Most men would tell others about me or try to force me to become their mistress.”

      “I won’t force you to do anything,” said Burns. “I never would, and I never will.”

      “Wait.” Abigail sat up. “Does that mean we’ll see each other again?”

      “We never have to stop,” said Burns. “Would you like to walk over to the church and marry me”? He watched the tears flow again, but Abigail was smiling.

      “Not until we put your shirt on,” she said. She turned in his arm and they embraced, slowly and tenderly. “You are the perfect man for me,” she said.
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        The Bride is Married

      

      Jed met them as they were heading out the kitchen door. He was excited to hear the news, but begged them to have a cup of tea at the hotel before heading for the church.

      “I’ll have time to alert the preacher. I can ask the wife to spread the word, and we can try to get some of the new wives in for the wedding.” He looked at both of them and smiled. “I think Archie may have a shirt over in the store that don’t have blood on it. That might work out better for a wedding.” He winked at Burns. “If that’s okay with you.” 
      	“Of course,” smiled Burns. “The doctor fix up our shooter?”

      “He did, and the son of a gun took off without paying. Got his horse and high tailed out of town.”

      “That means he’s still out there,” said Abigail. She looked at Burns, who slipped an arm around her. “He won’t bother you again,” he said. “You’ll be a married woman.”

      Together they strolled down the street to the hotel, which had a British chef. They ordered tea and scones and relaxed for the first time that day. The scones came and had raisins in them, which were sweet and a treat with the hot tea.

      “Are you a rancher?” asked Abigail. “I just realized I don’t know much about your life here.”

      “I have a ranch,” said Burns. “But I don’t have huge herds. I invested years ago in mining and I did well. We’re rich, Abigail.”

      “Can I get a pony?” She looked at him carefully.

      “Of course you can. We’ll look for one tomorrow, if none of our horses feels right to you.”

      In a little less than an hour, Jed was back with a gray shirt. He was happy to see it fit well. “The ranchers were up at the fairgrounds, so they’ll be here any minute. The preacher is thrilled to have another wedding, and my wife had a fresh cake ready to ice. But the preacher reminded me you need a best man.”

      “Would you be my best man, Jed?” Burns smiled as the man’s face brightened.

      “I’d be honored, Mr. Burns. Very honored.”

      “Then it’s time you started calling me Bob,” said Burns. “Now let’s get a couple of these scones for your wife and head for the church.”

      With his new shirt on and a parcel of scones, they walked down the street to the small chapel. Inside they found the minister waiting, along with three of the new brides with their husbands. Jed and his wife were ready to be best man and maid of honor, and so the brief ceremony began. Burns looked Abigail in the eye whenever he could, seeing the tears dripping down her cheek, despite her smile. When the minister finally pronounced them man and wife, she stepped close and hugged him carefully as they kissed for the first time.

      “I have never been happier,” she whispered in his ear.

      Burns held her close and thought of all this day had brought. “The same is true for me,” he said. This morning he had been a lonely and isolated rancher with a dark past. Now, he was surrounded by new friends, married, and in love. Life suddenly had become wonderful.

      Jed’s wife and the new brides had gathered together a small feast, and they all carried chairs out of the chapel and enjoyed plates of beef, beans, biscuits, and cake. There were pots of coffee, with drinks to be served in the saloon later. Even the brides would be invited to the saloon, which would be closed for the night and referred to as a banquet hall.

      Abigail went ahead with Jed and his wife to clean up the saloon. Burns finished his coffee and helped carry chairs back into the chapel. He was just leaving when he noticed Brent, one of the husbands, sitting quietly and alone.

      “Is everything going well?” he asked, sitting down near Brent.

      “I don’t think I’m cut out to be married,” said Brent, a thin man with red hair.

      “What makes you say that?” asked Burns. “You’ve only been married twenty- four hours.”

      “Lucy’s a fine woman, and I like her,” said Brent. “But we run out of things to say right quick.” He looked at Burns, then lowered his voice a bit. “I was always told that my wedding night would be the happiest in my life. But last night we were just strangers feeling awkward. We didn’t even kiss goodnight or nothing. We just lay down and eventually went to sleep.” He shook his head and looked at his hands folded in his lap. “I may not be cut out to be a husband.”

      “Brent, we’re all in the same boat. I only met Abigail this morning. We’re all strangers together, and that’s not the way we grew up thinking about life.” He looked Brent in the eye. “Back then we were told we would meet someone, get to know her, and fall in love. Then you’d settle and be together for life.” Burns shook his head. “Life is different out here. We’re doing it in reverse. We’ve gotten married, then we’ll get to know each other and fall in love. This will take time and patience, Brent.”

      “I never thought of it that way,” said the man with red hair. “Lucy must be just as scared and uncertain as me.”

      “It’s how we all feel,” said Burns. “So now be friends, and even start courting her a bit. In fact, pick one of the wild roses outside the church and give it to her. Let a little romance start tonight.” He winked and shook Brent’s hand. “Let’s go find our women.” They stood and walked outside, where they each picked a small red rose from the bush. Smiling at each other, they strolled up the street to the saloon, seeing the CLOSED sign by the door. Inside, Clara Mayfield, who played the pump organ in the chapel, was playing the saloon piano. The new brides and their husbands were sitting at tables together, while Jed and Mrs. Daniels brought beer or whiskey to them. He had pitchers of home brewed root beer as well, for those who didn’t drink.

      “Hello, Mrs. Bernstein,” said her husband, handing her the red rose.

      “What name will we use?” She looked at the rose with a smile and fixed it to the collar of her dress.

      “I guess we have to choose,” said Burns. “We can worry about it tomorrow, though. Or maybe you can just choose which name you like best.”

      “As long as it’s your name, I don’t care,” said Abigail. She noticed Brent helping Lucy pin a red rose onto her dress and smiled. Couples were beginning to dance, now that the doctor had shown up with a fiddle to play along with the piano. “Let me get us some root beer,” she said. “And then I’ll see if you can dance.”

      The evening came on, and soon the lanterns were lit in the saloon. Burns excused himself and slipped out at dusk. He walked over to the hotel and booked their nicest room for the night. Then he walked back to the saloon and found Abigail and told her about the room.

      “How far a ride is it to your ranch?” she asked.

      “A little over an hour,” he said. “But this way we don’t have to hurry and we can go home tomorrow in daylight.”

      “Home,” she said, hugging him. “I can’t wait.”

      Soon the new brides and their husbands filtered out, having a bit of a ride home. Before long Clara and the doctor stopped playing, which was a signal to the other guests to leave. Soon it was just Burns and Abigail, helping to clear the tables. When the glasses were lined up on the bar, Jed told them to leave.

      “We do this every night,” he said. “We have a system. You two need to go start your honeymoon.”  And so they thanked the couple for all they had done and headed across the street to the hotel.

      On the porch, Burns took Abigail in his arms and kissed her. He kissed her ear and neck, then pulled away slightly.

      “We only met each other this morning,” he said. “If you feel a bit uncomfortable, I will happily sleep on the settee in the room.”

      “You will not,” she said. “When I saw you this morning I knew you were a gentleman. I also knew you were the one for me. And now that I have you as my husband, I want to sleep in your arms every chance I get.” She kissed him hard. “Let’s go to bed,” she whispered.

      They went into the hotel, past the desk clerk, up one flight of steps, and found their room. Burns unlocked the door, and without another word, Abigail led him into the room and shut the door.
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        The Road Home

      

      In the morning Burns and Abigail ate fresh eggs and warm scones in the hotel dining room. They were just finishing when Jed Daniels came in and joined them for coffee.

      “The doctor wants to check your arm before you leave,” he said. “I told him I did a good job, but he just wants to be sure.”

      “It feels fine,” said Burns. “It’s just a little stiff. We’ll stop by.”

      “About you getting home,” said Jed. “You two could use my wagon.”

      “If we can borrow a horse, I can ride,” said Abigail.

      “The horse is not a problem,” said Jed. “But I’m not sure where we can get a side saddle.”

      “I don’t need one,” said Abigail. “I grew up on a farm, so I can ride a regular saddle or even bareback.” She smiled. “I can change into dungarees while Bob gets his arm checked.”

      “I can bring the horse back tomorrow,” said Burns.

      “No need,” said Jed. “I’ll bring a wagon out tomorrow with Abigail’s belongings, and I can bring the horse back then.” He stood up and left to get a horse for Abigail.

      Burns kissed his wife, then headed to see the doctor. The wound was clean and ready to heal, so the doctor put new dressings on it and wrapped it. Burns thanked him and headed out to the street, where he found Abigail on a horse, with his saddled and ready to go. His gun belt was draped across the saddle horn. Burns hesitated, then strapped on the guns.

      “Normally I just have a rifle on the saddle,” he said. “But you never know, after yesterday.” He swung into the saddle, adjusted his hat, and they rode beside each other out of town.

      The road was flat at first, winding along through grasslands. They stopped at a creek in about thirty minutes, letting the horses drink while they enjoyed the bright sun. Then the road began to climb a bit, so soon they were entering a wooded area. Tall pines shaded the road a bit, and they enjoyed the cool breeze as they rode. Twice they passed little flowering bushes, and Abigail pointed out the small buds adding color to the towering pines.

      “We’ll be there in about ten minutes,” said Burns. They rounded a bend in the road and there stood the wounded killer, holding a shotgun.

      “Welcome home,” he said. “I was thinking of waiting for you up at your fancy house,” he said. “But this shotgun will make a mess. and I wouldn’t want to do that. I might want to live there for awhile with my wife here.” He smiled at Abigail.

      “Just leave now and you won’t get hurt,” said Burns, his voice cold. “This is my wife and you will not lay a finger on her.” He didn’t move, though. The shotgun was pointed at them, and if it fired both he and Abigail would be hit.

      “Oh, I’ll lay more than a finger on her,” said the killer. “I’ll let her live with me in the house here, as long as she behaves. And if she tries to fight back or escape, I’ll shoot her with your pistol and leave it, so everyone thinks you done it.”  When he looked at Abigail hungrily, she cowered and moved her horse closer to Burns.

      “He’ll shoot us both if you stay here,” said Burns quietly. “Get off your horse and go towards him but not between us.”  Abigail understood and climbed off her horse, stepping away from Burns.

      “Please don’t kill him,” she said quietly. “That’s all in the past.”

      “You had to go and shoot me,” said the killer to Burns. “So, I might not kill you right away. I think I’ll make you watch how I treat my new wife.” He kept the gun on Burns.

      “Come over to me, girl,” he said. Abigail moved away from Burns, but not in a line to the killer. “Don’t be sh. I won’t hurt you.”

      “Let him go, and I’ll do what you want,” said Abigail.

      “You’ll do what I want no matter what,” the killer said. “Take off that shirt right now, or I’ll kill him.” Abigail stopped moving. “Get your clothes off.” He aimed the shotgun at her. She turned to look at Burns.

      “If you shoot me, you’ll kill my horse, too,” said Burns. The killer looked back at Burns, taking his eyes off of Abigail.

      “I don’t care about your damn horse. You can die together.” He swung the shotgun away from Abigail towards Burns.

      “I care,” said Burns.

      Abigail had never seen such speed. The hand that Burns had been resting on his thigh suddenly had a pistol in it, spitting flame. As the Dragoon roared in the quiet

      woods, the shotgun never fired. The killer dropped it, his hand shattered by a bullet. He stared at Burns, who kept the Dragoon aimed at him. He saw Burns aim, and screamed.

      “Don’t kill me,” he shouted. “I quit.”

      Burns swung the pistol and fired, hitting the killer’s other hand.

      “My wife saved your life,” he told the killer. “And she saved mine, too. Now get out of here and never come back. Your hands won’t be able to fire a gun anymore.” He watched the killer turn and run for his horse, tied in the woods. When the blonde man was on the horse and riding away, Burns dismounted and hurried to Abigail, taking her in his arms.

      “It’s over,” he said. He felt her trembling.

      “I was so scared he’d shoot you,” she sobbed. “But he killed my husband-to-be. What did you let him go? He should be hanged!”

      He was a very bad man,” said Burns. But I had a debt to repay. Remember I told you about Charity and her husband, Seth? They never pressed charges against me, even though they could have put me behind bars for a long, long time. This is my act of charity, my repayment for their forgiveness.”

      Abigail sobbed even more as he held her.

      “Where’s the horse I was riding?” she asked, still sniffling.

      “Halfway back to Jed by now,” said Burns. “He didn’t like the noise.”

      Within ten minutes they arrived at the large house. Burns let his horse into the barn, then came back to Abigail. Together they went up the steps and into the large entrance way.

      “It’s so beautiful,” she said. “Everything is perfect.” He showed her the house, room after room, ending with the large bedroom upstairs. From the bed you could look through the large window and see the Montana mountains in the distance.

      “How about I see what’s in the kitchen and maybe make us some coffee?” she asked.

      “Sounds great,” he said. “I’ll go unsaddle my horse while you do that.”

      Burns went to the barn and unsaddled his horse. He fed and watered it and gave it a good rubdown. When he finished, it was late afternoon. He sat with Abigail on the porch, enjoying the cool day, before they realized they were hungry. Then, they went inside together to prepare their first dinner at home.
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        The Brides Make Homes

      

      The next morning, they were sitting on the porch drinking coffee when Jed’s wagon drove into the yard. The horse Abigail had been riding was tied to the wagon.

      “Everything under control?” asked Jed, who climbed down carrying a rifle.

      “It is now,” said Abigail. “I have a mug of fresh coffee here for you.” Jed put his rifle back on the wagon and came up onto the porch.

      “The horse was halfway back to town when I saw her,” said Jed. “Made me a mite nervous.” He sipped the coffee and sat down.

      Burns told him what had happened.. Jed wanted to be sure they were both unhurt, and Burns assured him the problem was over.

      “Well sir, it is now,” said Jed. “The marshal’s deputy from Bozeman rode in today to investigate Morgan’s murder. He’s staying a couple of days, so I’ll get back to him tonight. He thinks the killer is a wanted man from near Yellowstone, a real bad character. I bet this is him.”

      “Think the deputy will want to come up here?” asked Burns. “I don’t mind meeting if he wants.”

      “I’ll tell him that,” said Jed. “But if this guy matches the description he has, I think he’ll be happy to head for home. It’ll be a problem he don’t have to deal with.”

      “I think we’ll come into town in a couple of days,” said Burns. We’ll need some supplies and I want to ask around about ponies.” Abigail squeezed his hand and smiled.

      Burns helped Jed unload Abigail’s belongings. While she carried them into the house, he and Jed went back to the wagon.

      “This was a bad way for the brides to learn about Montana,” said Jed. “It’s normally such a peaceful territory.”

      “Each settlement has problems,” said Burns. “Now hopefully we won’t have any more for awhile.”

      “Come see us when you drive into town,” said Jed. “Thank Abigail for the tasty coffee.” He snapped the reins and the wagon started back to town.

      Burns checked on his horse, then turned it out into the pasture before heading back into the house. That afternoon he and Abigail walked out into the pasture to see the ten horses feeding peacefully. She decided what she really wanted was a young colt to raise and train. They planned to ask around when they were in town.

      Three days later Burns brought in two of their horses and hitched them to his wagon. They took their list and drove into town. Abigail was relaxed and happy, because Burns had put his guns away. He had a rifle tucked under the wagon seat in case of trouble, but none was expected.

      In town, they heard about a colt due to be born in a month. Burns left word about his interest, and then they headed for the general store to purchase supplies. They got the food items on the list and were loading them on the wagon when Brent came up to the store. He looked happy and shook hands with Burns. Brent went inside to shop and Burns went in as well to get Abigail. Lucy was talking with her, also looking happy, too.

      “Lucy was just telling me the news,” said Abigail. “She and Brent have decided to start a family.” Lucy nodded happily, then went to help Brent.

      On their way back to the ranch, Abigail looked at Burns. “Lucy said Brent wants to thank you for everything.”

      “I just had a talk with him when he was feeling down,” said Burns. “He just needed to relax and things would work out. Looks like they have.”

      Abigail squeezed his arm, and they rode the rest of the way quietly. Abigail pointed out a bald eagle watching them from a tree, and a bit later they spotted an owl sitting on a low branch. They watered the horses in the stream, then rode on into the yard by the barn. Burns unloaded the supplies with Abigail, then turned the horses out.  He rolled the wagon back into the barn. Finally finished, he climbed up onto the porch.

      Inside, he found Abigail peeling potatoes in the kitchen. Burns took down a slab of beef hanging in his cool room and cut two large steaks. He carried them to the large woodstove. When Abigail’s potatoes were frying, he dropped the steaks in a large skillet with some sliced onions and mushrooms. He stirred the vegetables and flipped the steaks so that everything was ready at once.

      They sat together at a table in the kitchen enjoying the meal. They chatted about town life and were happy for Brent and Lucy. When they were finished, Burns cleared the dishes while Abigail cut two slabs of apple pie she had baked the day before. They took the pie and mugs of coffee onto their porch and ate while they watched the red Montana sunset.

      “This is almost perfect,” said Abigail. “I know winter will be different, but I like snow and cold weather, too.”

      “Well,” said Burns. “What can we do to make it perfect, then?”

      “I think raising a colt and training it would be fun, but it can be hard, too. I realize there are mountain lions and grizzlies around, so you have to be certain it’s always protected. It can be a full time job.”

      “We can do that,” said Burns.

      “But I’m not certain that’s what I really want,” she said. “I thought about it today, and I think what I really want is to start a family ourselves. I want you to be the father of my babies.”

      “I’ve always wanted to be a father,” said Burns. “But I had almost given up hope.”

      “Now we’re married,” said Abigail “We can be great parents. We will be great parents.” She smiled at Burns, who stood up and took her hand and kissed her. Then, together, they went into the house and closed the door’

      

      
        The End
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        Chapter One

      

      

      Lyndhurst Hall

      Derbyshire

      July 1815

      

      “Why would you have me do this?” Lady Eleanor, the second daughter of His Grace, the Duke of Carrington, questioned in disbelief.

      “Because I am your father, and therefore, it is my duty to assure that your marriage arrangements are beneficial to both you, your family and your country,” her father replied, looking longingly at the stack of unopened letters sitting in a pile on his mahogany desk.

      “How is marrying a complete stranger much older than I am an advantageous match for me?” she argued.

      “The Earl of Southerland is well-respected throughout all of England, Ellie. His wealth and estates are vast, and as the Commander in Chief of the British Army, his influence knows no boundaries. You are the niece of a king, and this match is well suited to your station,” he explained impatiently.

      Ellie stomped her foot. “I don’t care if he is the king of England, himself,” she hissed, “I don’t want to marry him!”

      “Such a headstrong child you are. Harry and Eloisa never question my instruction, and they do as they are told with no complaints,” her father sighed, shaking his head. He dropped his writing pen and folded his hands as he stared down his wayward child. “You will marry Lord Southerland, and you will make no more mention of your objections to me or anyone else. Do I make myself clear?”

      Tasting defeat, she swallowed the lump forming in her throat. “Yes, Father.” Her head held high; she left the study, refusing to allow him the privilege of seeing her cry.

      As soon as the heavy oak door closed behind her, she hurried down the corridor and through the grand hall as fast as her silk slippers would carry her. Darting through the kitchen courtyard after scooting past the servants milling about in preparation for afternoon tea, she sought solace in the one place always guaranteed to renew her spirit. Sinking her knees onto a patch of lavender grass, she breathed in the calming beauty of Lyndhurst Hall’s private gardens.

      Her eyes burned with unshed tears as she arranged her taffeta gown about her, situating herself in the shade of a lush maple tree. The midday sun shone brightly above—banishing, if only for a brief moment, the shadows of dread creeping into her thoughts and dreams.

      How could her father marry her off to such a hard man? Did he not care for her? Lord Southerland, known to many as the Commander, was well-respected, but kindness wasn't what his reputation was built on. How could Father marry her off to a man more accustomed to the battlefield than a proper gentleman’s study?

      A gust of wind whistled through the garden as the first of her tears escaped, dripping down her cheeks and onto her satin gloves and gown. She sniffled.

      “Ellie, my dear?” a soft voice called.

      “I’m over here, Mother,” Ellie replied. She watched as her mother gracefully strolled down the cobblestone path. With a tall, slim figure and only a touch of gray streaking her ebony hair, her mother still turned heads with her elegant beauty.

      “I was told that you’ve spoken with your father,” she explained, taking a seat on a nearby stone bench.

      “Does nothing happen in this house that the servants do not know?” Ellie remarked with a touch of sarcasm.

      “Of course not, and you would be wise never to forget,” she said with a flick of her gloved hand.

      “Why, Mother? Why would Father do such a thing?” Ellie sobbed, her head in her hands.

      “Darling, this arrangement is beyond our control. The Commander and your father made these decisions many months ago. You know that neither you nor I can change what has been decided. We simply must make the best of your upcoming nuptials. Therefore, in honor of your engagement, we shall throw a ball—the grandest of the season, I assure you.”

      “A ball? I’ve yet to meet the Commander. Isn’t he still away at war in France?”

      “The war officially ended two months ago, Ellie. You must brush up on your knowledge of current affairs. Of course, the Commander will be in attendance at the ball held in honor of his own engagement. You will meet him then,” her mother replied, rising from her seat and retreating from the gardens.

      Ellie wasn’t ready to leave her sanctuary just yet. Once she rose from the sweetly scented lavender, she’d have to resign to her fate. To be the wife of a man she’d never met, the mother of children that weren’t hers, and the lovely, voiceless prize on the arm of the country’s most dashing and celebrated hero.

      [image: ]
* * *

      THE BALL

      

      Ellie fidgeted with the lacework trailing from the puffed sleeves of her ivory satin gown and tried not to move around too much, lest one of the peach roses pinned into her chestnut curls tumbled out of place. She attempted to take a deep breath, but the constricting gown with its gold trim and Italian lace was too uncomfortably tight to allow for such a luxury.

      “My dear, may I present to you, the Commander in Chief of the British Army, his grace, the Earl of Southerland. Lord Southerland, standing before you is our most beloved daughter, Lady Eleanor,” her father introduced them with a flourished wave in Lyndhurst Hall’s gilded ballroom. Enough candles filled the room to light an entire village and cascades of peonies, roses, and ferns covered everything.

      Ellie studied Lord Southerland briefly. Tall and masculine, the Commander was handsome, but his features were too harsh, his dark eyes too cool for her liking. His black hair was shot through with silver and a scar cut through one of his eyebrows. Something about him sent a shiver down Ellie’s spine.

      He gingerly took the gloved hand she extended and kissed it. “Lady Eleanor, you are lovelier than I could have ever imagined.” He smiled at her.

      “Why, thank you, my lord,” she replied, curtseying.

      “Shall we dance?” he asked, offering his arm. Ellie nodded and placed a hand on his brushed velvet coat as he led her to the center of the ballroom. As they danced a lively quadrille, she tried her best to enjoy it.

      “I trust you are enjoying yourself, Lady Eleanor?” he asked as they spun around.

      “Yes, my Lord. I love to dance,” she told him.

      “Lovely.” He smiled down at her, and Ellie felt her heart warm slightly for the strange man soon to be her husband.

      When the dance ended, Lord Southerland escorted her from the dance floor.

      “Good evening, gentleman,” he announced as they approached a group of officers near the doors to the veranda.

      The group nodded and bowed as required by their ranking.

      “Lady Eleanor, I would like you to meet a few of my finest men,” Lord Southerland said, gesturing to the men. Ellie politely smiled and curtseyed as he introduced his officers to her, but as he reached the last of them, her heart strangely warmed and felt tight in her chest.

      “This man is making quite the rise among the ranks with his keen intellect and swift bravery. Lady Eleanor, I’d like you to meet Captain Wyndmere.”

      Ellie dipped slightly as Captain Wyndmere with his windblown hair and bright blue eyes staring intensely into her own, smiled kindly. The room suddenly grew warm, and Ellie untied her silk fan.

      “Ellie, my dear!” a high-pitched female called. She turned to see her childhood friend, Elizabeth, waving happily.

      “I see you are wanted by a friend. Just as well, I’ve need to attend to a pressing matter,” Lord Southerland informed her, parting ways with her as she closed the distance between herself and Elizabeth.

      “Is it true then, Ellie? Are you to be married?” she exclaimed, taking Ellie’s hands in her own.

      “It is,” Ellie said, hoping she sounded pleasant.

      “I’m quite jealous! They say the Commander is second only to the king in status and loyalty among the country,” Elizabeth remarked.

      “I suppose. I’ve only just met him. Excuse me, Elizabeth, but I must get a bit of air and a moment to collect my thoughts,” Ellie explained, rushing away from her kind, but oblivious, friend and the stifling press of the crowd.

      “Lady Eleanor,” a male voice called. Something about the way he said her name—almost like a song with a hint of mirth and mischief just below the surface filled her with butterflies.

      “Yes?” she turned and saw the dashing Captain Wyndmere awaiting her attention.

      “Might you dance with me?” he asked, bowing.

      “I suppose so,” she nodded, hoping her elation at his request didn’t show.

      On the dance floor, the slow tune of a minuet began. With each calculated step, Ellie’s eyes never left Captain Wyndmere’s, and when their hands clasped, an intense burn singed her inner being. What was it about this man that mesmerized her?

      All too soon, the music ended, and Ellie saw her father peering suspiciously at her dance partner from across the room.

      “Excuse me, Captain Wyndmere, I need a bit of fresh air,” she told him with a quick curtsey before rushing off to the seclusion of the garden.

      

      
        Chapter Two

      

      Finally alone with her tumultuous thoughts, Ellie rested against the stone garden wall, comforted by the fading twilight and the stillness of the evening air, until a faint moan brought her wandering mind to attention. Ellie glanced around her, but with only a trace of the dusk left, she couldn’t see much of her dark surroundings.

      Again, she heard the soft cry of what sounded like a woman. Someone must be hurt! She lifted her gown and searched for the source of the noise.

      “Hello?” she called out. “Is someone hurt?” With the lantern lights coming from the center of the garden, she turned the corner and saw movement in the distance. She rushed towards the movement, and then her eyes widened, and she gasped when the sight came into focus.

      Ellie gasped, her hand covering her mouth in shock.

      “Lady Eleanor!” her fiancée cried in surprise, fumbling to extricate himself from the woman beneath him. Ellie glanced from him to the female figure lying on her favorite patch of lavender, a woman who, stretched languidly on her back, certainly did not wear the expression of a damsel in distress. Ellie recognized the woman with her skirts around her waist as Lady Blakely, a wealthy widow known for her questionable moral compass.

      “I-I must go!” Ellie cried, running from the scene of passion and her betrothed as fast as she could. Marrying this man was the last thing she wanted! Running with her heart, not her head, she soon found herself in Lyndhurst’s vast stables.

      Sneaking past the grooms busy with a game of cards, she crept into the stall of her mare, Leona, shimmied up and onto the horse’s pale gray back. All along the while thanking her lucky stars that she’d been blessed with magic when it came to horses and much to her parents’ chagrin, practically lived in the stables during her childhood summers. Her gray mare stood patient and still as it took Ellie a few tries to master the old trick of hopping on her bareback from her youthful years. It only proved more difficult while wearing an expensive ball gown.

      Once she’d managed to position herself astride the horse, her dress tucked scandalously about her knees, she leaned over to speak softly into the horse’s ear. “Now, Leona girl, I need you to slip out of here as quiet as a church mouse, and we’ll ride like the wind once we clear the paddock, alright, love?” Ellie soothed.

      With the ball in full swing, music pouring from the open windows and doors, no one noticed as Ellie directed Leona out of the stable. Ellie slowly edged her way down the long, winding drive, and as soon as Leona’s hooves hit the packed earth of the main road, she kicked in her heels and urged the horse into a full gallop. As she rode wildly away, the wind pulled the pins from her tresses and her hair waved in long curls like a flag of freedom behind her.

      She rode fast and hard, afraid that any moment someone would try to catch her and drag her back to her fancy, gold-trimmed prison. Still unsure as to her plan, she simply let Leona lead, trusting that wherever she ended up would be better than the place she was leaving behind.

      An hour into her liberating journey, the chill of the night began to seep in, and Ellie wished she’d thought to wear a shawl. Thunder began to rumble ominously to the east, and Ellie urged Leona from her casual saunter. She’d need to find lodging soon.

      As she peered in front of her, unable to see much of anything, a fat drop of rain landed on the tip of her nose. Another landed on her bare arm. Then another. Before she knew it, rain poured from the sky in unrelenting sheets, drenching her and Leona to the core. Having no choice, she began to guide Leona to shelter under a tree to wait out the summer storm, but out of nowhere, an intense jolt of lightning sizzled in front of them, followed by an earth-shattering boom of thunder, startling the horse and causing her to rear back.

      Unprepared for Leona’s frightened reaction, Ellie fell from the horse, her body slamming into the muddy road with a thud as the terrified horse ran away, surely back to the Lyndhurst Hall stables. Minutes passed while Ellie lay there, too shocked and afraid to move. Her hip and shoulder throbbed, but she couldn’t stay curled in a heap on the soggy road while the rain continued to fall relentlessly.

      After a few tries, Ellie managed to pick herself up and limp in her sodden skirts to the fence lining the side of the road. Scooting her body to perch on the stones beneath the makeshift shelter of a tree, she settled in to await help.

      A while later, Ellie wasn’t sure how long since each minute ticked by in agonizing slowness while she endured rivulets of water trickled off of her gown, inside her stays, and even into her shoes, she heard the welcome sound of a horse galloping. The steady beat only grew louder. Her heart soared—help was on its way!

      But as the horse drew close and lightning illuminated the sky, she realized it could very well be a highwayman. The horse approaching was large and dark and held a broad rider. She gasped, but quickly slapped her hand over her mouth to cover the noise. Maybe, if she stayed utterly still, the stranger would ride away without noticing her.

      “Lady Eleanor!” the rider called into the wind.

      Her eyes widened. In a surprising turn of events, she prayed it was someone here to return her to the safety of Lyndhurst Hall. Returning was much preferable to dying at the hands of a stranger or catching her death of cold on the side of the road.

      “Here! I’m here!” She stumbled from her hiding place, tripping on the swirling sogginess of gown clinging to her legs and falling to the muddy ground once again.

      The rider stopped short, his horse neighing in protest.

      “Lady Eleanor?” he asked, hopping down from his ride and rushing over to assist her, “It’s me, Captain Wyndmere,” he explained as he helped her rise.

      “How did you find me?” she asked breathlessly, clinging to him as he led her to his waiting stallion.

      “I saw you rush from the gardens, clearly distressed. I apologize, but I followed you after our dance to make sure you were alright,” he said sheepishly.

      “Please don’t apologize—I’m thankful for your assistance,” she assured.

      “We’ve got to get you out of this weather,” he said swiftly, helping her onto his horse and swinging up behind her. He grabbed the reins and she sunk back against his chest as the horse broke into a swift pace. “I believe the Huntington’s country manor is just up the road. We’ll seek lodging and wait out the storm.”

      She nodded wordlessly, closing her eyes in exhaustion as they rode. Despite the roaring wind and unfamiliar surroundings, she felt oddly at peace and secure in the arms of a man she’d only known for a handful of hours. Her lips curled at the irony, remembering her tireless lament about marrying a stranger.

      

      
        Chapter Three

      

      Ellie tossed and turned beneath the embroidered coverlet. Despite her heavy eyelids and aching exhaustion, sleep evaded her in her foreign surroundings. Although the Huntingtons were acquaintances of her family, she’d never visited their modest country manor, and after her harrowing evening, spending the night in their second-floor guest room made her doubt, even more, her hasty decision to flee Lyndhurst Hall.

      As soon as the silver light of predawn began to seep into the shadows of the dated room, Ellie rose. She slipped out of the nightgown Lady Huntington’s housekeeper had given her to wear and into a day dress two inches too short and far too loose in the bosom. Plaiting her thick hair into a braid, she squeezed her feet into the slippers of the younger Huntington daughter and with no looking glass in the bedroom, had to trust that she looked presentable enough for the journey back to Lyndhurst.

      Moments later, when she entered the dining room to break her fast, she saw Captain Wyndmere sitting at the table alone. She dipped a quick curtsey as he stood to greet her.

      “I trust you slept well,” he said as she turned to the boiled eggs, fruits and scones set out on the buffet to make a plate at her leisure.

      “As well as expected under the circumstances,” she replied taking a seat at the table.

      “Lord and Lady Huntington have yet to rise,” he explained as she glanced around the empty table.

      “I hope to be on our way as soon as possible,” she said, taking a bite of a blueberry scone.

      “Certainly, Lady Carrington. I’m sure your family is quite worried.”

      She sighed. “I suppose so.”

      “Lady Carrington?”

      “Yes, Captain?”

      “Might I be so bold as to ask why you left the ball unaccompanied?”

      “Seeing as I owe you my very life, I shall tell you the truth. As you know, I am to marry the Commander, though I do not wish to do so. After we had been introduced to one another yesterday evening, I had a moment of hope that marriage to him might not be as terrible as I’d assumed. However, I ventured to the gardens and happened upon him and Lady Blakely in a most compromising position,” she told him, her cheeks flushing.

      Captain Wyndmere coughed. “I see. I apologize, Lady Carrington. Any man lucky enough to be engaged to a beautiful and spirited lady such as yourself, must not be in his right mind to seek the arms of another woman,” he confessed, his voice low.

      She bowed her head as the warmth of his words washed over her. Her heart pounded in her chest. “You are too kind,” she whispered.

      “I know I am too forward, but my lady, I find it quite a fate of fortune to be here with you, seeing as you have stolen my heart.”

      “Captain Wyndmere, you mustn’t speak of such things,” she stammered, “I am engaged to be married.”

      “I know, but to a man who does not love you. Tell me, does your heart not quicken when we are together? Do you not long for me the way that I long for you?”

      She stared at her hands folded in her lap. She’d only known him one day. How did he know this? That she felt for him in a way she’d never experienced before? That the idea of his leaving her at Lyndhurst Hall today and possibly never seeing each other again drove her mad?

      “I think we should be on our way. I’ll pen a note for the Huntingtons. Surely, they will understand,” she said, rising from the table and motioning for a servant.

      “I’ll ready the horse,” He stood and bowed before leaving the room. She let out a deep breath; she hadn’t even realized she’d been holding it once she was alone. Captain Wyndmere stirred feelings within her surely not appropriate for a chaste woman soon to be married—even if her husband to be was not of her choosing.

      

      “Are you in need of assistance, my lady?” Captain Wyndmere asked as she stepped upon the mounting block.

      “Just a hand, please,” she permitted, letting him help her settle on the pillion. He followed, lithely swinging up and onto the black stallion with ease. Being in such close proximity to him did nothing to calm her heart’s rapid fluttering.

      With a jolt, they were off, and Ellie had to cling to him to keep from losing her seat. She hardly ever rode in such a precarious fashion, and she had trouble staying upright at his swift pace.

      “We’ll have you home before luncheon, my lady,” he remarked over his shoulder.

      “Ah, yes. I see,” she replied vaguely. What would be waiting for her behind the thick, scrolled doors of Lyndhurst Hall? An angry father, an embarrassed mother, and an outraged fiancé? Most likely. Ellie didn’t look forward to her impending arrival.

      “I’m afraid, there may be talk of your reputation. I only say this as a warning, of course,” he said a moment later.

      “I’ve figured as much. I wasn’t thinking clearly when I rode away yesterday evening, and I will try to explain as best I can,” she ventured.

      “I know that, but when you arrive with me, gossip will spread among the county before the first course is served at luncheon,” he explained.

      “You may let me walk once we draw closer as not to sully your reputation, although I believe your rescue of a young woman in distress should be duly applauded,” she sighed.

      “I will do no such thing. Reputation aside, I could never leave a fair lady such as yourself to journey any length of the London road unaccompanied—even if it is but a short stretch.”

      “My thanks to you, Captain Wyndmere, though I fear the repercussions of your genteel chivalry.”

      “I may be accused of compromising your virtue and thus enticed to marry you and save your reputation.”

      Ellie swallowed. “If I could be so lucky,” she whispered, conveying just the briefest hint of her feelings to the handsome man with unruly hair in front of her. She wasn’t even sure if he heard her.

      Lord Wyndmere abruptly pulled the horse to a stop and turned slightly in his seat. “Truly then? You feel as I do,” he searched her face for confirmation.

      She hesitated for a moment, before giving him the briefest of nods. Why deny the truth? He must have seen it written upon her face.

      He took her hand in his and drew it to his lips, planting a soft, lingering kiss on the borrowed glove she wore. His eyes glanced up at hers as his mouth curled into a lazy half-smile. Ellie’s insides turned to mush and her stomach quivered with nervous excitement she’d never felt before.

      As her face flushed crimson, she cleared her throat and darted her eyes away from his piercing blue gaze. “Whatever lies before us, we must face it,” she remarked, her voice shaky. He nodded and urged the horse onward.

      

      
        Chapter Four

      

      “ELEANOR ROWENA CARRINGTON! My own daughter! A loose woman!” her mother exclaimed, full dramatics on display as she sank onto a chaise, overcome with a case of the vapors.

      Ellie kept her expression smooth and her hands folded in front of her. She’d graced the doors of Lyndhurst Hall only five minutes earlier and, unfortunately, encountered her mother immediately upon her arrival. “Mother, I’m not loose, as you say. I was struck with a…moment of confusion… last night, but I’ve gathered my wits, and I understand my duty to you and this family,” she recited the words she’d played in her head over and over, hoping they sounded more sincere than they felt.

      “Oh, Eleanor! Why on earth would the Commander marry you now? You’re ruined!” Her mother fell back on the pillows once more.

      She struggled to hide the smile creeping onto her lips. If she could only be so fortunate!

      “Daughter, a word if you please! In my study, and hurry—the Commander is waiting,” her father called from the hall, an air of impatience and cold anger permeating from his presence.

      “Yes, sir. I’m on my way,” She closed her eyes and squared her shoulders, silently praying for the strength to endure whatever waited for her behind the study’s mahogany door.

      Usually, the room she is one of her favorites, with its distinct masculine feel arising from the walls of books, ornate wood furnishings and scents of tobacco, leather, and ink. But today, as the Commander, Lord Southerland, rose slightly with a small bow in her direction, the room seemed as dreadful as a judgement hall.

      “Young lady, you have caused quite the predicament and jeopardized an important arrangement between myself and Lord Southerland with your brash behavior at the ball,” her father began.

      “But, Father, if I may… I hadn’t expected to stumble upon—“

      Her father interrupted her. “Hush, Ellie. You do not understand the ways of the world. What’s expected of a wife and of a husband are two different matters. What you saw, or think you saw, is of little consequence. However, leaving the ball unchaperoned to be returned the next morning by an unmarried man, is scandalous. You have no idea of the position in which you’ve placed our family.”

      “I apologize, Father, and to you as well, Lord Southerland. I sincerely regret the betrothal arrangements that are no longer valid, but Captain Wyndmere did not trespass upon my virtue. He simply helped me find shelter and returned me home. However, if I am required to marry him to save my reputation, and that of my family, I will gladly sacrifice my will to do so,” she proclaimed.

      “You sound rather eager, girl. I fear I’m hard pressed to believe that you return the chaste young lady you left after spending the night with such a rogue. Wyndmere is known for his reputation with the fairer sex,” Lord Southerland interjected, his words as hard and cold as the blocks in the icehouse. “Your Grace, might I speak a private word with my betrothed,” he requested. Her father nodded and left the study.

      Ellie tried to bite back the retort wanting to escape her lips. The Commander was determined to strip her down with his heartless words, make her feel the village idiot. “I suppose you have dodged a bullet then, my lord. You no longer need worry about being saddled with a thoughtless hussy,” the words spilled out before she could stop them. He rose and stood before her, so close his breath was warm on her face.

      “Oh no, Lady Eleanor. We will go forward with this marriage as it matters little to me where your affections lie, and you certainly know that mine does not rest with you. However, the connections and assets afforded me by this affluent union far outweigh the trivialities of feelings and other domestic desires associated with marriage. I have an heir apparent in my oldest son, and once I have you with child to prove the validity of our union, you may go about your merry way, even take a lover for all I care,” he said ruthlessly.

      She gasped at his harsh words. “How could you be so cruel? To force me into this—plenty of young ladies would jump at the chance to be your wife. Leave me be!”

      “I will do no such thing. You are to be my wife. As for Captain Wyndmere? Thanks to your thoughtless antics, I shall send him to the frontlines of battle. We plan to march out Tuesday next for a final skirmish. Let us see how your precious rescuer fares.”

      In an instant Eleanor's heart sank into her shoes and an ice cold feeling enveloped her. She couldn't believe what she was hearing. She'd totally ruined it for Captain Wyndmere!

      “No! Please, do not do such a thing! I will marry you, and I’ll stay true, just please don’t place Captain Wyndmere in danger. He has done nothing to deserve such treatment,” she pleaded.

      “Lady Eleanor, you may leave me now. I must be away to make arrangements for battle,” he said, staring straight ahead as he dismissed her.

      Ellie ran from the room, her sorrowful cries echoing throughout the grand hall. Servants and lingering guests alike paused to stare at the sight of the beautiful daughter of the Duke wailing as she ran up the stairs. She slipped into her bedroom and flung herself onto the four poster bed. Why had she even bothered to return?

      As the midday sun began sinking toward the horizon, she lifted her cheek from her tear-soaked pillows and drug herself to the vanity. Peering into the mirror, she stared at the image of a young girl, cheeks splotchy, eyes red and rimmed with tears.

      A knock at the door and the entry of a maid with tea interrupted her solemn reverie.

      “Place the tray at my dressing table and leave me be,” she said bitterly.

      “Yes, my lady. If I may say, mind the sugar pot,” the maid said cryptically before curtseying and leaving the room.

      Ellie’s brow furrowed. Why on earth would she care about the porcelain pot of sugar? She hardly ever sweetened her tea. Curious, she cupped the small bowl in her hands and studied it. Lifting the lid, she peered inside and saw a folded piece of parchment nestled among the white cubes.

      

      
        Chapter Five

      

      A note! From whom? She clasped the small scrap of paper to her breast. Wyndmere! Surely! Her fingers fumbled as she scrambled to unfold the note. A slanted, thick script filled the sheet of paper.

      

      
        
        Lady Carrington—or might I dare say, Ellie, as I’m told you are called by those who are close,

        All is not well. Meet me in the apple orchard as the twilight settles.

        I cannot take my leave without speaking to you alone.

        

        Yours always,

        Chadwick Wyndmere

        

      

      

      She held the note briefly to her breast before tossing the parchment into the fire illuminating her cozy room. She couldn’t risk someone else finding the incriminating slip of paper, despite her desire to treasure the small keepsake.

      Unfortunately, Ellie already knew what he would tell her. But after sending a note to her parents that she was unwell and would not be able to attend dinner in the dining hall, she slipped down the servants’ stairs in a homespun cloak she’d pilfered from the maid, clearly in on Captain Wyndmere’s plan.

      “Ellie!” A loud whisper called to her from the copse of apple trees. She looked around to make sure no one lingered nearby before dodging into the shadows of the orchard.

      Captain Wyndmere rushed to her, taking her slender hands into his rough ones.

      “Dearest, I’m afraid I have unfortunate news,” he whispered urgently.

      She hung her head in guilt. “I already know. The Commander informed me straightaway of his cruel plans,” she confessed.

      “I do not worry for myself, as there is yet a slim chance that I may walk away with my life once the battle is over. But you, dear Ellie, once you are married to that man, your life will no longer be your own. There are even whispers of the suspicious circumstances of his first wife’s death.”

      “I know my life is of little consequence to anyone unless it is being used as a bargaining point,” she replied.

      “That isn’t so. I very much treasure your life—your beauty, your smile, your kind heart and wild spirit. I wanted to tell you that due to our questionable circumstances, I asked for your hand in marriage this afternoon, but your father directed me to inquire with the Commander, who promptly handed me my papers.”

      “Oh! Captain Wyn—“

      “Call me Chadwick, please. With the dangers I soon will face, I want to hear my name upon your lips,” he interrupted her, taking her hands in his.

      “Chadwick, I’m so very sorry to have placed you in this position. I never intended for my brash actions to harm anyone else.” She hung her head.

      Chadwick let go of one of her hands and tilted her chin up so that he could look her in the eyes. “Do not apologize, Ellie. You didn’t know—my predicament was produced by a series of unfortunate events, and there’s nothing that can be done. My only reason in telling you of my departure is to confess that I do very much care for you, beautiful Ellie. Though it is improper for me to say such things to an engaged woman, I cannot keep it to myself. I care deeply for you, Ellie, and I will carry your name in my heart upon the fields of battle.” His voice was urgent, and a hint of desperation lingered in his words.

      “I care for you, as well. If there were any other way…” she trailed off, standing before him and unintentionally breaking both of their hearts.

      “Let’s not talk of it any longer,” he murmured, his arms wrapping around her. Ellie knew she shouldn’t give in to his embrace, but her heart held more sway than her mind in the matter. She lifted her face and closed her eyes, a silent permission he understood perfectly.

      When his lips tenderly brushed against hers, lingering with gentle pressure, the world disappeared beneath her feet. She floated on the happiest of clouds as she lifted her arms to pull him closer and run her fingers through the hair curling at his collar.

      “Ellie, sweet Ellie,” Chadwick whispered as he lifted away from her lips, resting his forehead against hers. “I’m afraid we must part before I take further liberties than I already have.”

      She nodded, despite the unexpected disappointment of his lips no longer on hers. Smoothing her hair and gown, she tried to settle the tumultuous beating of her heart and longing of her soul physically before leaving the shelter of the orchard she would consider a sacred place from that day forward.

      “Goodbye, my love. I wish you well, and I will pray for your safe return,” she told him, fighting back tears.

      “I will never forget you, Ellie. My heart is yours, always,” he replied, kissing her once more before she willed herself to take her leave finally. She ran through the apple trees, not stopping or looking back. If she dared to do either, she’d certainly run back to find him and refuse to leave his side. That wouldn’t bode well for either of them.

      

      
        Chapter Six

      

      Hours later, as she sat at her dressing table in her nightgown, brushing out her chestnut hair until the long locks glistened, she paused, brush in mid-air as someone knocked urgently at her bedroom door.

      She jumped up, wrapping a velvet robe around her cotton gown and rushed to see who needed her at this hour. Opening the door a crack to peer into the hall, the sight of a worried maid wringing her apron greeted her.

      “Whatever is the matter?” Ellie asked, opening the door wider.

      “My lady, your father sent me to fetch you straight away. ‘Tis the Commander. He’s not well.”

      “Oh, my. Let me dress quickly. Where am I to go?”

      “To the Commander’s suite on the second floor. I’ll help you dress, my lady,” the maid told her, following Ellie back into her room. She plucked a gown from her wardrobe and handed it to the young girl as she shrugged out of her nightdress.

      Moments later, a suitably dressed Ellie struggled to keep up with the maid’s quick pace. When they’d reached the Commander’s door, a few of the gentry and some military officers that had remained after the ball the other night, as well as her mother, hovered outside of the double doors leading to his suite of rooms.

      “Mother?” Ellie questioned.

      “Oh, Ellie, dear. The Commander is gravely ill. He was fine, laughing heartily about Napoleon’s latest escapade while he took port with the gentlemen after dinner, when out of nowhere, he clutched at his chest and started struggling to breathe,” her mother explained, wringing a lace handkerchief in her jewel-laden hands.

      “That is terrible, Mother. Will he be alright?” she asked.

      “The physician is examining him now, but it doesn’t look good, Ellie. I’m afraid we must prepare ourselves for the worst,” she confessed, and for the first time ever, she looked older than her forty-three years.

      Just then, the gray-haired physician and Ellie’s father emerged from the Commander’s room. Ellie studied their furrowed brows, the slight hunch of her father’s shoulders. All was not well.

      “Lady Eleanor, the Commander wishes to see you,” the physician said when his gaze landed on her.

      “Is he going to be alright?” Ellie asked, fearing what she would see when she entered the room.

      “He’s resting now. He has suffered a malady of the heart, and although I’ve bled him, whether he makes it through the night… we shall see,” the doctor told her, crossing himself.

      Guilt crept into Ellie’s heart. She should be beside herself with grief that her future husband’s life hung between heaven and earth. But she wasn’t.

      Creeping softly into the room lit by firelight and a smattering of candles, Ellie quietly approached the bed. With his eyes closed, the Commander’s handsome face looked peaceful in the dancing shadows.

      “Lord Southerland?” Ellie inquired, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “Ahh, Lady Eleanor, my dear bride,” he said slowly, stirring, although he kept his eyes closed. She hadn’t imagined that she would feel her heart sink at the sight of him so weak.

      “I am sorry to hear of your illness,” she told him with unexpected sincerity.

      “As a man uncertain of what life he has left to live, I must beg your forgiveness, my lady. Lord knows, I am sorry for whatever pain you experienced at my expense.” The words were a struggle for him. Ellie wasn’t sure if the difficulty was physical or emotional.

      “It doesn’t matter, now. Please don’t let yourself be troubled. Concern yourself only with getting well,” Ellie replied, patting his arm gently.

      “Ah, but it does matter. I must know you have forgiven me,” he pleaded.

      “Yes, I hold no ill will, but might I ask you for one favor, my lord?” Guilt plagued her, but love drove her forward with her bold ask.

      He nodded slightly.

      “Will you rescind the orders for Captain Wyndmere? He was thrown into an unfair predicament due to my…impetuous actions, and his assistance has issued him an order for certain death,” she confessed.

      “If I do so, t'will settle matters between us?” he asked.

      “Yes, very much so.”

      “So be it. When you take leave, send word to fetch my steward. I shall have him draw up the order and seal it this very night,” he promised.

      “Oh! Thank you, my lord! Thank you! The consequences of my actions were becoming too much to bear!” she exclaimed, leaning down and caressing the dying man’s cheek. She didn’t need to add that she loved another man, that his act would allow her love to live while he lay on his deathbed struggling for breath.

      “Go in peace, Lady Eleanor. I do hope to see your angelic countenance upon the morrow,” he said, squeezing her hand.

      “Sleep well, my lord. I will pray for your quick recovery,” she murmured before exiting the room.

      

      
        Chapter Seven

      

      “Has Captain Wyndmere taken his leave?” Ellie asked Preston, the Lyndhurst Hall Butler.

      “He is preparing for his journey. You may find him in the duke’s apartments discussing strategies with the other officers,” Preston informed him.

      “Thank you,” she nodded. Ellie slipped into the Rose Room, the closest drawing room to her father’s privy chambers, and paced back and forth. She couldn’t very well interrupt some of the country’s fiercest militants as they discussed battle plans. How would she draw out Chadwick without seeming improper?

      Of course! The Commander had asked her to summon his steward. She would simply go herself rather than send a servant. She could always blame the distress she felt over his illness caused her to forget the rigid expectations of society.

      She left the rosy drawing room and with her head held high and shoulders squared, walked purposefully to the heavy oak doors that lead to her father’s private rooms. A liveried servant standing guard tried to stop her.

      “My lady, your father is attending to the Commander. Only the officers are here in his offices.”

      “Yes, I know. I am here to summon the Commander’s steward per his request upon his sickbed,” she replied, staring down the servant standing in her way.

      The servant eyed her carefully “Very well, then I shall accompany you as chaperone,” he said nodding.

      “If you so desire, you may. It matters little to me,” she shrugged flippantly.

      The servant knocked loudly on the doors, and another servant within opened it directly. “We are here to deliver a message,” Ellie’s chaperone said lowly.

      They were granted entrance. Ellie spied Chadwick deep in conversation with two other men huddled around a map unfurled upon a table.

      “I’ve been instructed by the Commander himself  to find his steward and send him directly to his bedside,” she announced to the room filled with a dozen or so men. They all stopped mid-conversation and stared at her.

      “Yes, my lady. I will go to him right away,” an older gentleman spoke up, bowing before hurrying from the room.

      She took the opportunity to catch Chadwick’s gaze, and she hoped he could see in her face that she needed to speak with him. She very well couldn’t ask him to accompany her from the room.

      “Excuse me, gentlemen. I do apologize for the interruption, albeit necessary,” she said, curtseying low before seeing herself out of the masculine room.

      Ellie took the slowest, most infinitesimal steps down the hall leading out of her father’s wing of private rooms.

      “Ell--,” he cleared his throat, “Lady Carrington!”

      She turned to see Chadwick emerge from the room she’d just left.

      “Captain Wyndmere,” she curtseyed, retaining a formal air for the benefit of any servants lurking nearby.

      “I was wondering if you would accompany me on a short walk around the courtyard?” he asked.

      “Certainly,” she nodded and waited for him to catch up with her.

      “Have you need to speak with me?” he asked quietly, as they walked side by side through the great hall.

      “Yes, indeed,” she replied but didn’t speak further until they were safe from eavesdroppers in the open courtyard.

      “Lord Southerland, as you know, is gravely ill. He requested my presence at his bedside and begged my forgiveness for the grief he has caused,” she said, her whispers furtive, “I asked him to nullify his orders for your presence on the front lines of battle and he agreed!”

      “Oh, Ellie!”

      “Yes, I know. T'is wonderful news, and the reason he requested his steward.”

      “My love! All is not lost then!” Chadwick pulled Ellie toward the edge of the courtyard, dipping into an archway leading to the greenhouses and kitchen gardens. His arms wrapped around her and his mouth found hers in the seclusion of the passageway barely illuminated by the faintest reach of the courtyard’s lanterns. Ellie surrendered to the delicious feelings as they celebrated his life, but as the pounding of her heart sped out of control, she placed her hands on his chest and pushed him slightly away.

      “I apologize for my forward actions, Ellie,” Chadwick admitted with urgency.

      “Chadwick, I am still betrothed to the Commander, it is neither prudent nor kind of me to fall so readily into your arms as he fights alone for his life. I cannot tell you how very thankful I am that your life is no longer hanging in the balance, but I owe him much for his kindness. I will gladly sacrifice my happiness if it ensures your wellbeing,” she told him, biting her lip to keep from crying.

      “We could run away—elope to Gretna Green and spend the rest of our lives together. I may not be considered wealthy, but I do receive a stipend from my father, and I’m to inherit one of his estates,” he told her.

      “As tempting as that sounds, I cannot think about such luxuries during this current trial. I hope you understand,” she replied. “If you will excuse me, I must go where I am needed.”

      Ellie rushed from the quiet courtyard and through the great house until she reached the Commander’s rooms. Immediately upon her approach, she saw the faces of those gathered, the sag of her mother’s shoulders. Something had happened.

      “How is he faring?” Ellie asked quietly.

      Her mother clutched her lace handkerchief to her breast, a fresh spate of tears falling from her glassy eyes. “Ellie, dearest, I am afraid the Commander is no longer among us,” she cried, crossing herself.

      At that moment, equal parts of bitter sadness and blissful relief fought for dominance within her bewildered soul. A man she had despised and resented for the freedom he had so easily stolen from her spent his last moments showing kindness and presenting her with a selfless act of love.

      “Is Father seeing to arrangements?” Ellie inquired, placing a gentle hand on her mother’s arms.

      “He has sent a messenger to the king and to the undertaker. We shall send the body to his relations in Devonshire,” her mother said, her nose wrinkling at having to speak about such unsavory tasks.

      “Have you spoken with his steward?”

      “The man left but moments before Lord Southerland breathed his last. According to your father, the Commander was insistent upon settling a matter of military importance,” her mother explained in confusion.

      “Mother, I’m so very weary. Tonight has been… quite difficult. Please excuse me,” she said, an urgent need to assure a certain man’s safety being the only task on her mind.

      Her mother waved her away, and Ellie swiftly headed not to her bedroom, but back to her father’s private chambers once more. She walked purposefully down the corridor, not even pausing to explain her presence as she opened the heavy door before the footman serving as guard knew what was happening.

      Bursting through the door, she saw the Commander’s steward, his right-hand man, seated at her father’s desk, feather pen in hand.

      “Did Lord Southerland speak with you regarding Captain Wyndmere’s assignment?” she asked boldly.

      The steward sat the pen in its holder and rose to bow. “My lady, these are gentlemen’s matters that do not concern you.”

      “I would have to disagree, sir. Lord Southerland made a promise to me, and a man’s life will be spared if he upheld that promise. I only want assurance that he did as he said he would do.”

      “If you must know, the Commander signed the order he had me hastily draw up, rescinding his original plan to add Captain Wyndmere to the infantry’s front line. As Captain Wyndmere is a trained cavalry captain, it would have placed him in grave danger. However, the Commander also had me to draw up a request for Captain Wyndmere, and he even went ahead sealed it, trusting I would pen his wishes as he has trusted me with all important matters these many years.”

      “What did he request?” Ellie asked, curiously.

      “That Captain Wyndmere be promoted to Lieutenant General, second in command to whoever the King selects to be the Commander of the British Army. It is the highest honor he could bestow,” the steward explained.

      Ellie sank into the leather chair behind her, the gesture taking her utterly by surprise. To think, she had rushed to ensure the Commander had simply kept his promise and instead found out that he’d gone above and beyond his promise and promoted Wyndmere!

      “He wanted me to tell you that he owed Wyndmere much for protecting what he’d so unforgivably trampled upon,” the Steward added.

      She jumped from her seat, her heart unable to soak in the wonder of what was transpiring. “I must go!” she cried.

      “Captain Wyndmere! Chadwick!” she called as she reached the hall. She had to find him, and she didn’t care who knew.

      “He’s with the gentleman in the billiard room, my lady,” a footman told her. She hurried to the other end of Lyndhurst Hall toward the jovial sound of gentleman cheering and taunting and the scent of pipe smoke and spilled brandy.

      Just outside the arched doors to the room, she employed a servant to fetch Chadwick. She surely didn’t need another scandalous entrance to sully her tarnished reputation.

      “What is it, Lady Eleanor?” Chadwick asked as he rushed from the room. He took her arm and guided her down the corridor. “Is there somewhere we can go for a private word?”

      “Yes, in here,” she said, pulling him into the small drawing room, rarely used due to its distance from the grander staterooms and halls.

      “What’s the matter?” he asked, taking both of her hands in his.

      “Dearest Chadwick, the Commander is no longer with us, I’m sure you will hear shortly. I spoke with his steward. Your orders have been canceled, and you are to be promoted to Lieutenant General!” she squealed.

      He pulled her into his arms and twirled her around before kissing her soundly. “You shall be my wife. With my rise in status, there will be no objections to our union, and I will speak to your father as soon as the arrangements are settled,” he said, smiling broadly.

      She nodded, too excited to speak, lifting her lips to receive his kiss once more.

      “I owe much to the Commander. He has given me the opportunity to live the happiest of lives. I regret not being able to express fully my gratitude for his kindness,” Ellie mused.

      “Tis a strange circumstance. Had he not fallen ill, you would despise his vileness and vain manner, but instead, we praise his kindness and charity now that he is no longer with us,” Chadwick added.

      “Fate has a confounding sense of humor. I do believe.”

      “No matter what path led us to this place, I will never cease to consider Fate a dear friend as I now have you, dear Ellie.”

      “And I, you, my dearest Chadwick," Eleanor responded, as she squeezed his hand.

      

      
        THE END

      

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Book II

          

          

      

    

    







            The Earl’s Runaway Bride

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Chapter One

      

      

      Pelham House

      Hampshire, England

      April 1803

      

      Wesley Pendleton, the seventh Earl of Winchester, did not care for trivialities. There was no time for frivolous parties and courting nonsense. He straightened the thick stack of letters before beginning to the contracts and deeds his steward, Mr. Chadwick, had spread out across his desk, his brother, James, entered his chamber, settling into a leather wingback by the fire.

      “Wes, you must stop with this nonsense,” James said, crossing his long legs in front of him.

      “What nonsense would you be referring to, dear brother?” Wes asked without looking up from his papers. James was prone to fancy and pondering. Wes tried his best to placate his younger sibling.

      “You are far too busy, buried in work up to your nose all day long. I’ll have you know, I truly do not wish to be the master of this house. You need to find a wife and have an heir on the way post-haste,” James told him, folding his hands behind his head.

      Wes snorted. “I’ve yet to reach my twenty-seventh year—there is still much time left to settle down. However, I suppose providing an heir is essential to the Pendleton line. But who has time for dalliances and courtships?” He complained with a flick of his hand.

      “Perhaps, you shall have more luck finding a proper wife were you to look beyond the walls of your study. The ladies find you quite appealing,” James teased.

      Wes harrumphed impatiently. “I have business that needs my attention. The last matter of which I am concerned is my marital status.”

      James rose. “Very well, dear brother. Though I had paid you a visit to inquire about your interest in an afternoon ride, I find that you are rather quarrelsome. I shall ride out alone,” he announced, striding purposefully from the room.

      Wes paid little heed to his brother’s swift departure, but his words remained heavy on his mind. Perhaps he had not shown his concern to James, but he certainly was not unaware of his need to marry. Not because he was so desirous of a wife, mind you, but rather due to his need to produce a Pendleton heir.

      For the rest of the day and much of the next one, the task plagued him. Something would have to be done soon. How could he manage to concentrate on important matters with marriage on his mind? As he sat before the fire in his library the following evening, an idea came to him.

      He had distant relatives in Northumberland. Rothbury, he believed. If he recalled correctly, his third cousin removed, Lord Henry Seabourn, had a couple of daughters. Surely, at least one of them must be of marriageable age by now. Along with his parents and James, Wes had visited their humble country estate some years ago. He didn’t recall meeting the girls, but he knew they had been there, tucked away in their schoolroom or nursery.

      “Chadwick!” Wes called.

      His steward appeared almost instantly. “Yes, Your Grace?”

      “Find out what you can in regards to my relations in Northumberland. Lord Seabourn’s family.”

      “Yes, sir. Might I ask what information you may be seeking?”

      “I have decided that I need to marry. I believe their daughters are of marriageable age and proper upbringing. Perhaps an arrangement can be made.”

      “Sir, you are quite the eligible bachelor. You may certainly choose any lady of quality that your heart so desires, and they would be most happy to wed you.”

      “Yes, but I have no time to waste on such flippant matters. A wife is a wife. As long as she is toothsome and amenable, any woman shall do. That is the information which I require for you to discover in regards to Seabourn’s daughters.”

      “Very well, Your Grace. I shall send a letter to Lord Seabourn on your behalf and request likenesses of his unmarried daughters to be sent to Pelham House.”

      “Splendid, Chadwick.”
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* * *

      Within four weeks, the portraits and a most enthusiastic letter arrived from Northumberland. Wes studied the small framed portraits, noting the likenesses and differences of the two Seabourn daughters, and appreciating their father’s most welcoming embrace of his inquiry.

      Melanie, the elder sister, was most fetching, with dark hair and eyes that seemed to dance merrily. Arielle, the younger, appeared lovely as well, with a mass of honey blonde hair, her smile containing a dash of mischief. From what he could glean from the portraits, both were slender and tall, though most else regarding their countenance was left to speculation. Who knew if the artist had taken liberties to enhance their beauty?

      After much thought, Wes made a decision. Melanie Seabourn would be his wife. She was the older sister and quite lovely. There would be no impediment to a marriage arrangement between the two of them; surely her father would welcome such an illustrious match. Now that he had settled the matter within himself, he sat at his desk and wrote a concise correspondence to his distant cousin in Northumberland, entailing his desire to wed his eldest daughter.

      

      
        
        Lord Seabourn,

        I have received your letter in response to my inquiry along with the portraits of your two lovely daughters. Upon due contemplation, I have made my decision, with your blessing, to wed Miss Melanie Seabourn, as she is the elder sister.

        My solicitor will draw up the wedding contracts, and we shall be in further contact regarding my travels to Northumberland to wed your daughter as soon as agreeable. I look forward to hearing from you in regards to these arrangements.

        Sincerely,

        Wesley Pendleton, the Earl of Winchester

        

      

      

      With a flourish, he signed the letter and sealed it with wax. With the matter of his matrimonial state as settled as it could be for the time being, he could concentrate on more important affairs, such as the impending trade deal he had with an Italian merchant and his shipping team. Several loads of his lands’ finest wheat crops were to be transported across the countryside to the port at Plymouth, travel through Spain and across the Mediterranean to Italy. The deal had several working parts, and Wes felt personally responsible for ensuring that all went smoothly. He poured over travel arrangements, ensure that the shipping barrels were sturdy and waterproof, and kept a running correspondence with the port at Plymouth and the merchant.

      As he read over the latest letter from Italy, he sighed with relief. A burden had been lifted from his back once he’d decided to marry Melanie Seabourn. Especially, seeing as how easy the arrangements were settling into place.

      

      
        Chapter Two

      

      Havenwood House

      Rothbury, Northumberland

      May 1803

      

      “But I do not wish to marry a stranger!” Melanie Seabourn cried, her cheeks red, the green of her eyes more intense than her father had ever seen them in her nineteen years.

      Her father stared at her. “The matter is settled. The Earl of Winchester is a most advantageous match. You will marry him,” he said, brooking no argument.

      Melanie’s mouth popped open, ready to argue the matter further, but her father’s furrowed gray brow gave her pause. Little good it would do to expound upon the fact that she was but only nineteen, had yet to have her proper Season in London, and she had never even met her intended groom before that she could recall. However, her father did not find her reasons valid grounds to dismiss his arrangements for her impending marriage to the Earl.

      With a sullen stomp of her foot, Melanie turned from her father and stormed wildly from his library. In a most uncharacteristic way, she flew through the house, her muslin gown a blur of pink and ribbons trailing through the hallway. Not stopping for her mother’s troubled face, nor Mrs. Keaney’s admonitions, she slipped out the kitchen’s back door and into the fresh air of a spring afternoon.

      Slumping against the trunk of an ancient oak tree on the edge of the Havenwood gardens, she threw her head in her hands. In a matter of weeks, she was expected to wed a stranger and move two days journey away to his faraway home. Far from her family and the life she had always known. She pictured Pelham House as a dark, dank castle complete with cobwebs and heavy, dusty drapes.

      “Melanie?” Her sister, Arielle, asked as she approached quietly.

      Melanie wiped her cheeks and sniffled. “Yes?”

      “I heard the news. Is there anything I can do for you?” Arielle asked, taking a seat beside her on the soft pile of leaves and grass.

      Melanie slowly shook her head. “What is there that can be done? Nothing! I have no choice, no say—nothing! I am to wed a man I do not know and be forced to go live among strangers!” The exclamation provided the catalyst for a fresh spate of tears. Arielle stuffed a handkerchief trimmed with lace into her sister’s hand.

      “Perhaps, I could go with you?” Arielle suggested, fiddling with a few strands of grass at her feet.

      Melanie looked at her sister and nodded vigorously at the idea. Arielle smiled broadly at her, her fat braid hanging over her shoulder, flecks of grass and fallen leaves stuck in its masses, surely from her various romps and adventures earlier in the day. A smudge of dirt marked her cheek, just beneath her crystal clear, blue eyes. Despite her haphazard appearance, which might prove to be a bit embarrassing, having Arielle accompany her to Pelham House would provide much comfort.

      “We’ll have to persuade Father to agree,” Arielle mused, staring at the pond as a handful of ducks landed with a splash.

      “After my desperate plea to end this agreement, surely he shall take some pity on me and allow my dear, younger sister to accompany me during such an arduous undertaking,” Melanie replied, sniffling.

      “Melanie, you aren’t going to war—you must simply marry a man you are yet to meet. Perhaps, the Earl is dashing, handsome and clever. Truly, he could be all those things and more,” Arielle encouraged.

      “Or, he could be spoiled, fat and pompous, which is much more likely to be the case,” Melanie complained, tears threatening to fall once more.

      Arielle stood from her seat on the damp ground and reached for Melanie’s hands to assist her to her feet. “There’s no need in worrying over matters that cannot be changed. We must simply make the best of it.”

      “I am sure that it is easy for you to say such flippant things, Arielle. You are not the one marrying the Earl.”

      “True, but you said yourself--you have no choice in the matter. We can still choose to make the best of it. Together,” she said, smiling as she hooked her arm through Melanie’s and turned back toward the house.

      The faintest hint of a smile crept to the corners of Melanie’s mouth as she glanced at her precocious younger sister. Though only sixteen months her junior, Arielle was a free spirit and given to random, spontaneous, and occasionally unladylike behavior.

      “If you are to accompany me to Pelham House, I suppose I shall be able to endure my trial with a smidge more vigor,” Melanie surmised valiantly as they made their way back to the manor, mostly following the neat path through the gardens.

      “Might I suggest you cease referring to your impending marriage as a trial? It may be a good place to start,” Arielle said, nudging her sister with her elbow.

      Melanie laughed aloud. “I shall try,” she promised.
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* * *

      Weeks passed by swiftly since Wes had replied to Lord Seabourn’s letter. Arrangements were made for his arrival in Northumberland at the end of June, the perfect time for a pleasant, morning wedding at the stone church bordering Havenwood Manor’s property, and the ceremony would be followed by a summer garden brunch to celebrate the happy union.

      Wes whistled cheerfully throughout his daily affairs, pleased that a marriage had been arranged with little effort on his part. It was exactly what he had needed, and he’d only had to lift a pen.

      “You will accompany me to Northumberland?” He asked James as he sliced his mutton at dinner one evening.

      “For your marriage to a woman you have yet to meet?” James asked, buttering his bread.

      Wes ignored the intended dig. “We shall leave Tuesday. The wedding is to take place on Friday, and though the journey is but two days, I desire a moment or two with my betrothed prior to the ceremony taking place,” he explained his travel plans.

      “So you may seek sanctuary if she proves to be ugly or dull?” James asked frankly, taking a bite of his heavily buttered roll.

      “I have already agreed to the marriage, James. I only wish to make her acquaintance before we wed.” Wes sighed as he forked a small, red potato.

      “Most people do believe that to be a grand notion.”

      “Your sarcasm borders insolence.”

      “Tis good to be your brother, then, and not your subject.”

      Wes shook his head and took a long sip of claret. James needed a good throttling. Could he not see that he was doing just as he had suggested himself?

      “Shall you come or not?” He prompted, fork in mid-air.

      James took several bites of mutton and vegetable, chewing each slowly before answering at last. “I shall attend you.”

      “Good.” Wes resumed his dinner, pleased that his brother would be present at his wedding.

      
        ***

      

      

      On Tuesday morning, just as Wes had risen for the day, the Pelham House butler, Henson, knocked urgently on his bedchamber door.

      “What is it, man?” Wes asked, yawning but concerned at the aging butler’s agitated appearance.

      “A man from the docks at Plymouth is here and is most vexed.”

      “Plymouth? My shipments?” Wes asked, alarmed.

      “He did not state his specific business, only that he needed to speak urgently with you, my lord.”

      Wes rushed from his bedchamber, still in his dressing gown as he rushed to his study where the man from Plymouth waited.

      “What is the matter, sir?” Wes asked, skipping introductions.

      “My lord,” the man bowed, “I am Harvey Wallace, and I am here to inform you that there has been a mix-up with the shipments, and the wheat is still sitting on the docks, sure to ruin.”

      “What? How can this be? I have made diligent arrangements and ensured passage for the cargo through to Spain and onward to Italy,” Wes replied in shock.

      Mr. Wallace shook his head. “Your steward, Mr. Chadwick, hired me to make certain the cargo arrived safely. Somehow, the wrong packets and barrels were loaded onto the ship meant to carry the grain. Now, the grain sits on the dock, surely spoiling in the summer heat. I rushed here to speak with you post-haste, as the matter acquires immediate attention.”

      Wes rubbed his temples. Clearly, his presence was needed to settle the matter in Plymouth, and would more than likely require him accompanying the grain to Spain, ensuring its proper passage through the following port. It could take several days, maybe even a week, to handle the mishap or much would end up being lost.

      “Henson! Summon James for me immediately.” Wes paced back and forth in his study after he’d dismissed Mr. Wallace, still in his dressing gown as he thought through his limited options.

      “You rang?” James asked, the sardonic smile on his face falling when he saw the serious and agitated state of his brother. “What is wrong, Wes?”

      “The vast grain shipment and deal I have been working on for months has now gone amuck. I am needed in Plymouth post-haste.”

      “Shall we send word to Northumberland to postpone the wedding then?” James folded his arms as he studied his brother.

      “No, we must go on as planned. I have an idea though that I believe will work—you shall marry Melanie by proxy. It can be done, I am sure.”

      James stared at Wes incredulously. “You shall have me marry your bride?” The idea seemed preposterous.

      “Only in name, in my stead, James. The ceremony is just a formality. Then, she and her sister shall accompany you back here to Pelham House. I shall have my wife, and you shall have to endure the ceremony and feast I’d dreaded anyway. I think you shall manage just fine.”

      “You cannot be serious, Wes. Marriage by proxy is an antiquated custom that isn’t truly used anymore. I cannot imagine that your dear Miss Seabourn would be willing to go along with such an arrangement.”

      “She shall have to be if she should like to become the Countess of Winchester. I simply must handle the shipment. Much shall be lost for not only the estate but the workers, as well. Surely, she would understand.”

      James sighed, knowing what he had to do. “Very well. If you must go to the port, go. I shall see what I can do in Northumberland, though you will owe me dearly.”

      Wes grinned at him, despite his tense predicament. “My best hunter if all goes according to plan.”

      “You know, I will hold you to that.”

      Within the hour, the brothers had both departed on their prospective courses. Wes, a half day’s journey to the south, and James to the north and the fair Seabourn ladies residing at Havenwood Manor. James rode his favorite horse, Rialto, alongside the Pendleton carriage, unable to believe that on his return journey three days hence, two ladies he had yet to meet would accompany him to Pelham House, one as his sister-in-law.

      Despite being early summer, the further north they traveled and as the sun sank lower in the sky, the breeze grew chilly, making James wish he had donned his overcoat for the night’s travels. Soon though, they arrived at a coaching inn situated just outside of Northampton to spend the night. James, however, slept hardly at all on the scratchy mattress, his stomach unsettled from the questionable stew served to him by a barmaid.

      Tired and cursing Wes beneath his breath, James mounted Rialto with a stiff neck after a breakfast of stale scones and hard cheese, not looking forward to another full day of traveling for his brother’s bride. She had better be the fairest among women to deserve the lengths he had to go to for his brother.

      That night, after a full day in the saddle, he slept dreamlessly at a small, roadside inn in Yorkshire, knowing only a handful of hours upon Rialto’s back would be required the next day before he arrived at Havenwood Manor, the home of his distant relations.

      Just after the dinner hour on Thursday, the day before the dreaded wedding, James finally arrived at his destination. The stone home was stately and picturesque, though not much of an estate in comparison to the vast holdings of the English peerage. The tree-lined drive and overflowing wisteria and ivy vines did much to improve the aesthetic of the home’s strong, but basic lines. James surmised that it was a far cry from his ancestral home at Pelham House, but it was a quaint and lovely country home in its own right.

      He rode swiftly up the drive, intent on discovering what he could of his brother’s bride as soon as possible. Hopefully, if she was a dastardly sort, he could end this now, before the marriage took place on the morrow.

      

      
        Chapter Three

      

      “Your husband is here!” Arielle’s singsong voice called out as she bounced excitedly, peering out of their bedchamber’s second story window. Melanie rushed over and slid the drapery in front of her sister’s curious face.

      “What if he saw you?” Melanie asked in shock. “It would have been the height of embarrassment!” She turned on her heel, the flounce of her muslin day gown twirling behind her as she cracked the draperies an infinitesimal inch. “But what did he look like? You must tell me!”

      “Handsome and dashing on his rider. Dark hair, I think.”

      Melanie peered from the window, but the visitor was no longer in sight. He must have made it to the courtyard, his horse and carriage being handled appropriately by the stable lads. Her hand rested on her stomach as a flutter of nervousness coursed through her. She was moments away from meeting her husband. A man to which she would soon vow her undying devotion for the rest of her life. A man who she still did not know in the least.

      A sharp knock echoed through the room, and the doorknob rattled. “Ready yourselves and come down the stairs post-haste. Our visitor has arrived!” Mrs. Keaney’s sharp voice carried through the girls’ mahogany paneled door.

      Arielle squealed in excitement, jumping about merrily before smoothing down the wayward bow on the front of her pale yellow gown. Her skin positively glowed in contrast to the dress and the gold of her hair.

      Melanie took in her appearance in the looking glass. Her mint green dress looked nice enough, and her dark curls were piled most becomingly at the crown of her head with soft tendrils falling to her shoulders. Her ivory silk shawl hung romantically about her shoulders, matching the embroidered slippers that peeked from beneath her gown.

      “Hurry, Melanie! Surely, he is most impatient to meet his bride!” Arielle beamed at her, opening their door and motioning for her to match her own urgent pace. Melanie trudged to the door and followed Arielle’s bouncing curls down the staircase trying her best to muster up excitement rather than dread.

      “Master Pendleton, might we present to you our beautiful daughters, Melanie and Arielle Seabourn,” her father said excitedly as the door to the drawing room was opened for them. Melanie entered the room first, bowing her head and curtseying low. When she glanced up, interested to see her husband for the first time, she sucked in her breath, caught by surprise at how handsome the stranger was, and how instantly she felt a connection to him. Tall and broad, the dark-haired man exuded masculinity, and his broad smile showing off rows of straight, white teeth was directed at her and her alone.

      “My lord,” she said softly, once she had recovered, “I am most pleased to make your acquaintance.”

      He stepped across the room and took her hand in his, bringing it to his lips and pressing them against her wrist. “And I, yours, Miss Seabourn.”

      “This is our youngest daughter, Miss Arielle Seabourn, a most accomplished young lady in her own right, as well,” Lord Seabourn proclaimed.

      “I must explain myself, I’m afraid,” their visitor announced to the room after he’d greeted Arielle also. “I am not the Earl of Winchester, as you were expecting, but I am his younger brother, James Pendleton, or Lord Pendleton if you must, and I have a letter of explanation from the Earl for you, Lord Seabourn.”

      Melanie held her mouth closed. Though in shock, her jaw was threatening to drop. This was not the man she was to wed tomorrow? She felt vaguely disappointed when Lord Pendleton produced a sealed envelope from the pocket of his waistcoat and handed it to her father, who promptly opened it and read its contents.

      “What he says is true. A private word with you in my study, Lord Pendleton?” Her father asked, excusing them from the ladies’ presence.

      Melanie watched them leave, unable to decipher the hidden meaning behind her father’s need for a private audience with James Pendleton. And where was the Earl? Her mind was reeling. Making her way to a side chair, she took a seat on the blue velvet cushion and pulled out her fan. Even indoors in the northern country, the June weather was quickly growing unbearable.

      “Tea, Melanie?” Her mother asked, pulling the bell for Mrs. Keaney. Melanie offered a slight nod, fanning herself with her best lace fan—the one with pastel pink rosettes hanging from its handle in a bountiful cascade.

      Arielle plopped onto the settee across from her, most unladylike, her eyes bright. “What do you think that could be about? Quite strange that the Earl has sent his brother, is it not?” She picked up a lemon biscuit from a tray and took small bites, peppering Melanie with unanswerable questions until Melanie’s eyes were crossed with the possibilities.

      When at last, over an hour later, the door to the drawing-room opened, and the two men entered once more, the ladies’ heads snapped to attention, abandoning needlework and cards where they lay.

      “Lord Pendleton, upon his brother, the Earl’s, request, shall marry Melanie by proxy tomorrow morning. We shall proceed with the festivities, but James will escort Melanie and Arielle to Pelham House in Hampshire tomorrow after the garden party in Melanie and the Earl’s honor.”

      “I am to marry . . . him?” Melanie swallowed, as she gestured toward the handsome stranger.

      “You are still marrying my brother; I am here only to take his place during the ceremony and escort you to Hampshire,” Lord Pendleton explained.

      Melanie stared at the edge of the Aubusson rug where it had begun to fray. Mrs. Keaney hadn’t noticed yet, or it would have already been mended. She felt dizzy. How had she become involved in such an unusual marriage arrangement?

      “My lord, we do appreciate your willingness to allow the marriage to continue as planned, but perhaps we might wait for the earl to arrive instead?” Her mother suggested.

      “I would love nothing more, Lady Seabourn, but the Earl wishes the marriage to take place as scheduled, and I am here to do his bidding. Miss Seabourn, perhaps you could show me the gardens where the wedding party shall take place tomorrow?”

      Melanie's eyes darted to him in surprise, but she collected herself quickly enough. “Of course, my lord.” She rose from her seat, folded her hands primly in front of her as she walked to the door. “Right this way.”

      He followed her from the drawing room and out the back doors, into Havenwood’s prizewinning gardens. The scent of roses hung sweet and heady in the warm air, and a gentle breeze from the not too far off coast rustled the ivy and wisteria vines.

      “It is quite lovely here,” Lord Pendleton remarked as they walked down the cobblestoned path that wound through rose bushes, boxed rhododendrons, and delphinium in vibrant shades of pink, purple and blue.

      “Yes, it is,” she agreed before stopping where she stood and turning her troubled face to him. “Lord Pendleton, I must know. Will your brother and I be a fitting match?” She lightly touched his sleeve, not caring that she was exhibiting questionable propriety. Too much was at stake.

      He studied her. “You seem to be rather amenable, and more beautiful than the fairest flower that blooms in this garden.”

      She blushed, her cheeks growing as pink as the apothecaries rose in full bloom at the center of the garden. “Thank you, my Lord, but you did not answer my question.”

      Lord Pendleton offered her his arm, which she took, hesitating but a brief moment before hand. “Miss Seabourn, I shall have to think on this a bit more before I answer your question. Mind you, my brother is a good man. He will be a kind husband, too be sure.”

      She nodded, relieved. “I do appreciate your thoughts on the matter.”

      “For now, let us enjoy the afternoon sun and the beauty of this most glorious place. I should never choose to leave, were the choice mine.” He smiled down at her, and she swallowed. Her future husband’s brother was far too handsome.

      

      
        Chapter Four

      

      This simply wouldn’t do. James paced the guest bedchamber on the third floor of Havenwood Manor, only the single taper candle lighting the pitch black of the middle of the night. When he’d first laid eyes upon Miss Melanie Seabourn, he’d decided right then that he had found his soul’s counterpart. He had never believed such foolishness existed, but when the dark haired beauty had entered the drawing room, her long lashes framing eyes as blue as the sky on a clear summer day, his heart had lurched in his chest, a lump forming in his throat. He’d asked to take a turn about the gardens with her because he simply had to be alone with her, to study her face and spend a moment getting to know more of her.

      Melanie Seabourn was meant to be his wife. Not his brother’s, of that he was sure. Wes had never seen Melanie, and he felt rather certain Melanie’s sweet, pliable disposition would be no match to Wes and his straightforward, no-nonsense ways. She wouldn’t be happy married to him, and James, knowing his brother, did not believe Wes would be all that happy with the match either. Something had to be done before it was too late. Before beautiful Melanie and his brother both ended up trapped in a marriage that would please neither one of them, James least of all.

      Inspiration struck him as the candle’s flame flickered from the breeze easing through the bedchamber’s open window. Before he thought through the possible complications of his ingenious plan, he threw on his coat and rushed to put the plan into motion. Once outside of his room, he tiptoed through the dark, silent corridor and down the stairs to the family’s bedchambers on the second floor. Earlier that evening, as he’d smoked a cigar with Lord Seabourn outside in the twilight, he’d caught a glimpse of Melanie from her bedchamber’s window. Just a ruffle of the curtains, and her face peeking from behind. Now, if he could remember which room looked down over the front and side of the manor house . . .

      Deciding that the door at the end of the hall had to be the one for which he’d been looking, he turned the brass knob ever so slightly, thankful that it wasn’t locked, nor did the door creak when he gently eased it open. Within the room, he could make out the sleeping silhouettes of the two Seabourn sisters each in bed in the faint moonlight coming in through the curtains. Silently, he crossed the room to the bed, briefly wondering if what he was doing was crazy as he caught sight of Melanie’s peaceful face. He would beg forgiveness for the intrusion at a later time.

      Nudging her arm gently, Melanie stirred, and her eyes opened. Before she shot up in alarm, he put his finger to his lips. Catching her by surprise and disoriented, she stared at him in shock, but didn’t make a peep.

      “Might I speak with you?” He whispered, glancing at Arielle, still fast asleep.

      “It’s quite improper for you to be in here,” she whispered back, glancing around in the darkened room.

      “I know, but I must speak with you, most urgently.”

      Melanie glanced at Arielle and eased from the bed, throwing a shawl about her nightgown. She crossed the room and stood against the wall furthest from the bed, in hopes of not disturbing Arielle with her unexpected, late night visitor.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Miss Seabourn, you must not marry my brother. I do not believe that you two will be altogether happy with one another,” he whispered fiercely.

      “But what choice do I have, my lord? The plans have been placed in motion. You, yourself, are playing a vital role in the transaction,” she responded bitterly.

      James took her hands in his. “I know this is all so strange and sudden, but Miss Seabourn, I ask you to consider taking me as your husband instead.”

      Melanie gasped sharply. “Lord Pendleton!”

      “I am aware that I have taken you quite by surprise with my proposal, and I must admit, were you to accept, we must act posthaste.”

      “Why would you wish to marry me, might I ask? We’ve known one another less than a day.”

      “It only required but one moment for me to realize that the sun rose and set for me in your beautiful blue eyes, my dear.”

      Melanie softened, her heart warming at his sentiment. She hesitated but only for a brief moment. “I accept, my lord. Though we have just met, I have grown fond of you. My intended, your brother, I do not know him whatsoever. I believe my odds of a happy union fare better placed in the hands of the man standing before me now.”

      James kissed her hands. “Then we must elope immediately, my love, to Scotland, while the household is still abed. It is our only chance.”

      She nodded vigorously. “If you would but step from the room for a moment, I shall change into a proper gown, and we can be away.”

      “Good, I shall wait with my heart in my hands outside your door,” he whispered to her before making his silent exit.

      Melanie plucked a gown from her wardrobe, a robin’s egg blue muslin with white lace trim, and managed to change into it without too much difficulty, seeing as to the lack of her maid’s assistance. She hurried to unplait her braid and pull the waves of dark brown into a pile on the crown of her head, pinning as fast as her fingers would allow. Throwing a dark cloak about her shoulders, she tiptoed past Arielle and into the darkened corridor.

      “Lord Pendleton?” She whispered.

      “Please, my dearest, call me James,” his low voice greeted her to her left.

      “James,” she said softly, trying out the name.

      “Melanie,” he whispered back, and she closed her eyes, revelling in the sound of her given name slipping past his lips.

      James took her hand and they snuck through the house, not a soul awake at the wee morning hour. They crept out through the back kitchen door and made their way through the shadows of the courtyard to the dark stables.

      “Shh, there boy,” James’ low rumble comforted Rialto, who recognized his master’s voice and stood still and quiet as James tacked him up with the saddle, bridle, and reins. Once he had the horse ready, he mounted the horse, and Melanie stepped onto the mounting block, and he helped her slide behind him on the saddle.

      “Make sure to hold on tight,” he murmured as he nudged Rialto forward. Melanie clasped her hands about James, resting her cheek against his back as the horse shot forward from the stables and down the drive. She shuddered as a thrill of excitement coursed through her. She’d never been out of doors at this hour, and to be in the company of such a dashing man that would be her husband within hours? It was all quite exhilarating. She burrowed closer to James, tightening her grip around his waist, snuggling against the muscular planes of his back as they threw caution to the wind.

      They followed along the Royal Road at a fast clip, reaching the bridge to the Scottish border town of Coldstream as dawn began to break across the horizon. Streaks of pink, lavender, and yellow painted the sky, and Melanie breathed in the scent of honeysuckle and wisteria growing along the road, content to know that she now had a bit of a say in her future. She couldn’t fathom a future with James that would cease to be pleasant. Though she’d only known him but a day, her heart had leapt excitedly in her chest the moment she’d first clapped eyes upon him and believed him to be her betrothed. Walking with him in the gardens and at dinner the night before, he’d only proved to be the complete gentleman, kind and sincere, and she’d wished more than once that he had been the Earl and she was to marry him instead of his brother.

      The moment a small village appeared in the distance across the river, James leaned back and pointed out the grouping of stone buildings to Melanie. She nodded happily at the sight. “We shall be married soon,” he told her before urging Rialto onward.

      They made their way into the small, ancient village situated just over the Scottish border and sought out the village blacksmith. Though anyone, based off of Scottish law, could perform their marriage ceremony, it was most common for those seeking a hasty wedding to recite their vows over the blacksmith’s anvil.

      Just inside the village, James dismounted and assisted Melanie down from the horse’s back, as well, giving Rialto a much-needed break. “We’ll see to our marriage straight away, then we shall break our fast and stable Rialto with a good-size bag of oats before we start our journey home just after noon,” he explained. She nodded her agreement, thankful he could think clearly as her nerves began to jumble her thoughts.

      James walked through the streets of Coldstream, leading Rialto by his reins with one hand and Melanie on his other arm. It only took but a moment to find the blacksmith’s shop, a squat, white-washed building with a thatched roof. A painted sign over the door read, “Mr. Calum McGill, Blacksmith.”

      

      James knocked on the door, and a middle-aged man with a thick beard of gray wearing an apron answered the door.

      “Come to marry, have ye?” He said, his Scottish brogue barely noticeable.

      James nodded. “Yes, sir. Are you the blacksmith, Mr. McGill?”

      “That’d be me. Come into the shop,” he said with a kind smile, waving them indoors.

      “I am James Pendleton, Baron of Pelham, hailing from Pelham House, Hampshire, and this is my intended bride, Miss Melanie Seabourn of Havenwood Manor, Northumberland.”

      Mr. McGill waved his hand in dismissal as he removed his work gloves. “Matters not to me where ye be from. I perform four or five wedding ceremonies a week over this anvil. Ye pay my fee, make ye intentions known and I pronounce ye wed. ‘Tis known as a handfasting ceremony.”

      James pulled the necessary coin from his purse, and the man happily took the fee. Mr. McGill then gestured for them to proceed. James turned to Melanie and took her hands in his.

      “Miss Melanie Seabourn, I desire for you to be my wife, in name and honor, as long as we both shall live,” he proclaimed boldly.

      “Lord Pendleton, James, I desire to be your wife, to have you as my husband, as long as we both shall live,” she replied, her cheeks flushing.

      The blacksmith brought down his hammer against the anvil, a loud clang resounding throughout the shop and surely into the streets, alerting the villagers that another couple had wed.

      “I pronounce ye husband and wife,” Mr. McGill said bluntly and donned his work gloves once more. James leaned forward and placed a gentle kiss on Melanie’s lips. She kissed him back, her eyes closing. All too soon, James pulled back and smiled at her.

      “Thank you, kind sir,” James said politely before offering his arm to his bride and escorting her from the shop.

      “Tis, strange. Is it not? But a few words and we are now husband and wife,” Melanie murmured as they walked along the village’s cobblestoned streets to the inn. James procured a place in the stable for Rialto to eat and rest while Melanie waited patiently.

      “Come along, wife,” James smiled at her as he held the door for her to enter the traveling inn. James paid for them to have a private room and the best meal the inn’s cook had to offer. They headed up the narrow staircase to the room on the second floor, and when James opened the door, Melanie swallowed the lump forming in her throat.

      He’d managed to procure a suite of rooms, which encompassed a small room with a fireplace and a table with two chairs, connected to a larger bedchamber featuring a single window. The best accommodations of Coldstream were not worthy of much boasting.

      Melanie took a seat at the table, fidgeting nervously with the end of her shawl as a servant bustled in with several trays featuring various breakfast dishes, ranging from porridge with honey to rashers of bacon and poached eggs.

      “Melanie,” James said, dabbing his napkin at his mouth as they finished their meal, “I wish that I did not have to speak with you of such delicate matters yet, but you have to know that we must consummate this marriage before we leave for Havenwood. Otherwise, your father may insist that it be annulled, as well as my brother, and our early morning wedding will be for naught.”

      Melanie nodded, too nervous to speak. James reached across the table and took her hand. “I assure you, my love, all will be well. I will be nothing but kind and gentle. I swear it.”

      She knew he meant to ease her fears, but her cheeks flamed red, and she shot up from the table. “Excuse me, James. I need a moment to collect myself,” she said swiftly, running into the bedchamber and shutting the door as her husband of but an hour watched dumbfounded.

      

      
        Chapter Five

      

      When Lord Pendleton and the new Lady Pendleton rode astride Rialto up the winding drive of Havenwood Manor, Lord Seabourn stood waiting in the courtyard. His face red and fists clenched in anger, he could barely contain his rage as the couple dismounted.

      “Pray tell, Lord Pendleton, where did you take my daughter, the intended bride of your brother in the middle of the night?” He spoke with no preamble, his words biting.

      “I took Lady Pendleton to Coldstream where we were wed this morning,” James stated matter-of-factly with Melanie on his arm, her eyes downcast. She could not look at her father after what she had done.

      “Lady Pendleton? You married Melanie?” He asked incredulously. “How could you!? She was betrothed to your own brother!”

      “Allow me to handle my brother, my lord. I do apologize for missing our wedding party, but some matters needed attending right away.”

      The vein on Lord Seabourn’s forehead looked nigh to bursting. “There’s no chance for annulling this sham of a marriage then?” he asked, surmising the hidden meaning in James’ words.

      “Melanie is my wife and shall be ‘til death does us part.”

      “It’s consummated then?” her father asked glumly, already knowing the answer. Melanie stared at the pea gravel beneath her feet, her neck and face as pink as the wild roses James had tucked among her hair. She could not look up if her life had depended on upon it.

      “It is,” James replied confidently.

      “You stole my daughter!”

      “She was already bargained away in marriage, but this was her choice! I shall provide her a happy and comfortable life, my lord, I swear to you.”

      “I suppose I can at least take a bit of solace in that,” he resigned.

      “As my brother will be expecting our swift return, Melanie and I must still leave after dinner today so that we may explain the circumstances of our marriage,” James told him.

      “James?” Melanie spoke up for the first time since they had arrived back at her home.

      “Yes, my dear?” James asked tenderly.

      “Might we still allow Arielle to accompany us to Pelham House? I very much wish for her to be with us still,” Melanie explained.

      “As long as your father is in agreement, I see no hindrance to Miss Seabourn accompanying us home for an extended visit.”

      Lord Seabourn waved a hand of defeat in the air. “It was the plan for her to accompany you anyway,” he grumbled.

      Melanie excused herself from her husband and father, who still had much to discuss and went inside the manor to seek out her sister. Much had happened in such a short amount of time!

      “Melanie!” Her sister shouted when she poked her head in the drawing room. Arielle rose from her seat and crossed the room. Melanie gave her sister a warm embrace.

      “I am a married woman now,” Melanie said, arching a brow at her sister.

      Arielle’s mouth popped open. “What? The Earl arrived and swept you away?” she asked in surprise.

      Melanie shook her head. “No, silly girl. I married Lord Pendleton in Coldstream this morning,” she said, still unable to believe it.

      Arielle gasped. “You married the Earl’s brother? Are you still going to Pelham House then?”

      “Yes, we are still going, as it is James’ home as well, and you are still to accompany me,” Melanie informed her.

      “This is all so sudden! So much to take in—though you were to be married today anyway, it is still hard to believe you are a married woman!”

      “James told me that I can have my pick from several rings in his family’s vault, though I told him it truly did not matter all that much, as long as I had a ring, even a plain band of silver would suffice.”

      “Did he believe such a falsehood?” Arielle teased, swatting her sister’s arm.

      Melanie scrunched her nose. “No, he did not,” she laughed.

      “Then he is a good man,” Arielle declared.

      

      
        * * * *

      

      

      Melanie and Arielle rode in a comfortable silence for much of the first day’s journey to Pelham House in Hampshire. In the cozy, enclosed carriage bearing the Pendleton family crest, they alternated taking cat naps and watching the scenery of Northern England pass gently by while James rode Rialto alongside them.

      When they stopped at a coaching inn in Durham to spend the night, it felt strange to Melanie to be sharing a room with her husband, rather than her sister, who up until this very night she’d slept beside every night of her remembrance.

      “Goodnight, dear sister,” Melanie called, holding tightly to James’ arm as Arielle opened the door to her own room for the night.

      “Sleep well,” Arielle replied with a light wave and a smile before disappearing within the confines of her chamber.

      “Tired, my love?” James asked, tilting his head toward her.

      “Not terribly so. The ride was rather uneventful today,” she replied as they stepped inside their room. Alone at last, James wrapped his arms around Melanie’s waist and she lifted her chin to welcome his kiss. She closed her eyes as their lips met, happy to be in her husband’s strong embrace for the first time since they’d left Coldstream what seemed like decades ago, though it had only been that very morn.

      “I’ve missed you, my dear,” he whispered against her ear, producing a soft laugh to burst from her lips.

      “We have been traveling en route to your home together all the day long.”

      “Yes, but I have not been able to kiss you or wrap my arms around you, or tell you how very fetching you look in this peach traveling gown,” he said, nuzzling her neck.

      “James, you are too much,” she said quietly, but welcomed his kisses readily once more.

      

      
        Chapter Six

      

      Pelham House

      Hampshire

      Wes paced the length of his study, pulling his heavy watch from his pocket to check the time once more, even though only ten minutes had passed since the last time he had checked. At any moment, James would arrive home with his very own bride and her sister, too. It was hard to believe himself to be a married man, especially seeing as he had yet to meet his wife. He tugged at his cravat, a bit choked. Perhaps Henson had tied the fine linen a bit too tightly this morning.

      He hadn’t expected to feel so out of sorts when this day arrived. He was always the confident one; the leader others looked to when they were in need of guidance. He tried his best to be fair and just. Therefore, many placed their trust in him with ease. There was no time for dalliances or horsing around in his mind.

      His ear perked up at the sound of footsteps and voices in the hall, growing louder as they made their way toward his door. Wes stood up straight, his hands resting on his desk, assuming a stance of power and position.

      The door opened and in walked his brother, his wife, and her sister. The girls were far lovelier than the canvases had portrayed. Melanie stood tall and graceful with dark, glossy curls spilling from the top of her head, a creamy complexion with a pink flush spread across her cheeks. The smart cut of her traveling gown revealed a pleasant figure, and a small smile stayed permanently fixed upon her full, berry lips. Her younger sister, Arielle, though just as beautiful, looked nothing like Melanie. Though her hair was thick and elegantly pinned, the color reminded him of honey with streaks of spun gold wound within it. Her skin was a shade darker than Melanie’s, probably from spending time in the sun, but her eyes were the same piercing blue, and their figures were almost identical. She, however, seemed to have trouble standing still, constantly fidgeting with the hem of her shawl, the lace trim on her gloves.

      “Brother!” James called in greeting, and Wes bowed.

      “Good to be home, is it not?” Wes asked warmly.

      “It is. May I present to you, Lady Melanie Pendleton . . . my wife, and her sister, Miss Arielle Seabourn,” James said pausing on his description of Melanie, but continuing on with ease.

      “James, what is it that you mean? Your wife?” Wes asked in confusion glancing between his brother and the elder Seabourn sister.

      “I decided upon meeting Melanie that you two would not suit at all and took it upon myself to save you from what would have surely been a horrible marriage,” James replied.

      Wes stared at his younger brother, clenching his fists as he struggled not to lunge at him and pound his smug face that very instant. “Ladies,” Wes said with utter control, “I must speak privately with my brother. There is tea and poppy seed cakes in the drawing room. Henson will direct you there.”

      Melanie glanced worriedly at her husband of three days before Arielle silently took her by the arm and guided her from the room. The ladies departed, all the while Wes glared, angry but calm, at his younger brother.

      “You stole my wife!” Wes shouted once the door had shut behind the Seabourn sisters.

      James cleared his throat. “Correction, dear brother. Melanie is my wife, and you should be more appreciative of the goodwill that I have extended you.”

      “Pray tell, of what nonsense do you speak?” Wes asked, cynicism dripping from his voice.

      James strolled, hands behind his back to the tea service and poured himself a lukewarm cup. “Melanie would not have suited you, dear brother. She’s much too genteel, and you would have unintentionally stomped over her sweet spirit. Within a month, you would have probably forgotten that you even had a wife. I could not let such a thing happen to her, nor you, for that matter.”

      “I see no wrong with a kind, gentle wife minding the matters of the house and leaving me be. The situation would have suited me well.”

      James shook his head at his brother. “In most affairs, I trust your good judgment and sound reasoning, Wes, but not when it comes to such as this. The moment I saw Melanie, I loved her. She was meant to be mine. Truly, you must understand in some way?”

      “You saw a beautiful woman, the wife meant for your brother, and you took her for yourself,” Wes spat the words out stubbornly. This wound to his pride and his relationship with his brother would not be easily healed.

      “I apologize for wronging you, brother, but I assure you, in time, you will be most pleased that I have done so,” James said, knowing there was nothing else to say-- he was defeated for now.

      “Leave me, James. I must think on what is to be done,” Wes replied coldly, refusing to meet his brother’s eyes.

      James' shoulders sagged, but he turned and left Wes’ study, knowing nothing else that could be done to remediate the wrongdoing in his brother’s eyes.

      
        * * * *

      

      “James!” Melanie called out, standing abruptly from her seat on the tufted velvet sofa in the drawing room at the sight of her husband. She’d spent the last hour with her stomach jumbled and knotted as James spoke with his brother.

      Arielle tilted her head, but didn’t rise. “That brother of yours is none too pleased, is he?” she asked, setting down her hand-painted china cup and saucer.

      “Could we have expected him to be happy that his own brother stole his betrothed?” James replied in question, guilt plaguing his face. Melanie crossed the room to him, placing a timid hand of comfort on his sleeve.

      “I am sorry for the issue arising between you and your brother,” Melanie spoke gently, her voice ringing with sincerity.

      James looked down at his lovely wife, a smile of endearment brightening his face despite the circumstances. She was well worth any amount of trouble his marriage to her might have caused.

      “When you chose one brother over another, you must have truly hurt him, Melanie, despite the fact that you two had yet to even meet,” Arielle remarked.

      “My brother needs a wife so that he can have an heir. He is not in the least bit interested in seeking out and courting prospective ladies, therefore, my swooping in and ruining his marriage arrangement very much vexes him,” James explained.

      “Do you think he will be alright? Will he come around?” Melanie asked, imploring James with her bright eyes, hand still upon his sleeve.

      James nodded. “I believe so, but it will take some time. Wes broods for quite a while when matters are not settled according to his wishes.”

      “Will he walk the moors with his hounds? Nurse whiskey by the fireside?” Arielle asked in jest, rising from her seat as Melanie shot her a look of warning.

      James chuckled. “He is not as bad as he sounds. Truthfully, we shall more than likely see very little of him in the next coming weeks. I expect that he will abruptly leave for London ‘business matters in dire need of his attention’ where he will nurse his wounded pride. I do not blame him, though. I was the one in the wrong.” Guilt shone in his eyes.

      Melanie’s hand slipped from his sleeve, and her chin dropped, feeling as though she was the cause of all of their current problems. He lifted a hand, tucking it beneath her chin and tilting it upward to face him once more. “My love, never doubt that I am most glad that fate paid us a fortunate visit. Please know that I would take the same actions were I to be presented with the chance to marry you again. I may feel guilt in hoodwinking my brother, but it was well worth the honor of being your husband,” he told her, a fierceness in his eyes that made her knees wobbly and her eyes dance.

      

      
        Chapter Seven

      

      Pelham House

      August 1803

      “The Earl has just ridden into the stables,” Henson informed James as he, Melanie and Arielle lingered over the delicious plum pudding, the cook, Mrs. Miller had prepared for dessert. They all three shared nervous glances at the dinner table.

      The past month at Pelham House had been a splendid and happy time. The married couple’s young love filled the vast home with a cheerful swell of joy that had been missing for quite some time. Even Arielle’s peal of laughter as she walked in tandem through the great hall with her sister, sharing her adventures from her times in the woods just east of the estate, were a welcome change from the usual austere silence.

      “I must challenge you to a duel, James,” Wes said with no preamble as he entered the dining room.

      Melanie and Arielle gasped, their spoons dropping and clanging against their dessert plates. James, however, folded his napkin, calmly stood and walked with a confident stride to where his brother stood.

      “Let us speak of this duel in your study, Wes, as it is upsetting the fair ladies,” he explained, gesturing to Melanie and Arielle even as he took Wes by the arm. Wes promptly yanked free of his grasp but walked with James to his study just the same.

      Once inside the book-lined room, where the smell of ink and parchment was always in the air, James turned to his brother. “Why, pray tell, would you challenge me, your own brother, to a duel?”

      “It is the only honorable choice I have after what you have done to me,” Wes replied defensively, crossing his arms in front of his chest.

      “That is a falsehood, and we both know it. The honorable choice includes wishing both my wife and I a lifetime of happiness after you swallow your ridiculous pride!” James answered him, heat creeping up his neck as his patience with Wes had finally grown thin.

      “Wish my brother, my own brother, a happy life with the woman that had been intended to be my very own bride?” Wes countered, still smarting.

      “Please, Wes, I beg you, it is time to put an end to this matter. You had never even met Melanie in person. It isn’t as if you had courted her, proposed to her, and I’d swooped in the morning of your true wedding. We fell in love, and I have apologized for all the pain and trouble that it has caused you.”

      Wes paced the room, contemplating his brother’s words.

      “Besides, I have reason to suspect Melanie is with child, and I do not wish my son or daughter to be born without a father. A duel is simply unwise.” James wasn’t at all sure that Melanie might have been with child, but it added a good point to his case for Wes.

      “Truly, brother? I may be an uncle?” Wes asked, perking up for the first time since James had returned to Pelham with the two sisters over a month ago.

      James nodded. “It is possible, though I am not at all certain.”

      “I did not really wish to duel.”

      “I know.”

      “I still had to challenge you, as is custom.”

      “I know. Now, we must return to the dining room before my wife and her sister die of fright.”

      Wes look at his brother. "One condition. The child should bear my name."

      James thought for a moment. That definitely wasn't custom. But there were unusual circumstances.

      “Most certainly.”

      They returned to the dining room where Melanie sat frozen in fear while Arielle paced in front of the large window.

      “My ladies, I assure you, all is well between my brother and myself,” James said with a flourish.

      “I apologize for frightening you with my challenge earlier,” Wes said, pausing before continuing on, “I wish you both only happiness in your marriage and no ill will. I have forgiven James for what happened in regards to the original marriage arrangement.”

      Melanie smiled at her brother in law. “Thank you, my lord,” she said sweetly, adding to the conversation.

      A little while later, the happy couple took a stroll through the Pelham House gardens.

      “The lilacs and freesia are nothing compared to the peonies of Havenwood, but it is still a beautiful setting,” James remarked as they took a seat on a stone bench, surrounded by the lush summer garden and the stone statues of woodland animals and Greek gods.

      “It is most admirable,” Melanie replied, tilting her face toward the sunshine. She closed her eyes and reveled in the feel of the warmth kissing her skin. James watched her, enrapt in her soft, sweet beauty.

      “I adore you, Melanie,” he said, the words stirring her heart to the point of bursting.

      She opened her eyes and turned to him. “And I, you.”

      

      
        THE END
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        Chapter One

      

      Pelham House

      October 1803

      

      Arielle Seabourn wandered through the cavernous, silent halls of Pelham House. Since moving with her sister and her sister’s new husband to the great house over the summer, it had yet to feel like home to her. Her sister, the new Lady Pendleton, had married James Pendleton, Baron of Pelham, the brother to the Earl of Winchester, who owned the vast estate. They were in the process of looking for their own estate now that they were married, but in the meantime, Pelham House had more than enough room for the earl, Lord and Lady Pendleton, and Arielle, as well.

      Arielle bit her lip as she gazed at the heavy, ornate tapestries hanging on the walls. This house was much too dark in her opinion. It was nothing like Havenwood Manor, her home in Northumberland. Havenwood Manor was significantly smaller than Pelham House, but with numerous windows, extensive natural light, and bouquets of fresh flowers from the hothouse year round, her previous home was much more inviting than the castle-like stone and heavy drapes of the Earl of Winchester’s ancestral palace.

      The estate was especially quiet since her sister, Melanie, and her husband were away visiting Lord Pendleton’s good friends in Surrey. Arielle had stayed behind, assuring the newlyweds that she would stay most occupied with Pelham’s extensive library and her daily rides on her mare, Tessie. She also liked to tromp about the woods bordering Pelham’s property, but Melanie disdained her hikes and explorations, deeming them “most unladylike,” so she kept that part of her itinerary to herself.

      “Miss Seabourn?”

      Arielle nearly collided with the earl himself, so lost in her thoughts she hadn’t noticed his appearance in the hall. He reached out an arm to steady her, and she quickly stepped back, righting herself before she fell. Once she had her footing, she dipped a curtsey.

      “My lord, excuse me. I did not see you approach.”

      He eyed her warily. “What purpose do you have outside my study door?”

      Her brow furrowed. “I was on my way to the library to select a book. The weather is rather nice today, so I believe I shall go for a walk and settle beneath a tree for a spell.”

      “The wind is crisp. We do not want you taking cold. Who is here to care for you?”

      “I do apologize for any inconvenience my presence may cause you,” she replied, barely keeping her temper in check. Why did he have to be so insufferable?

      He waved a hand, dismissing the matter. “Your presence bothers me not. I only mention my concern at the lack of a fitting chaperone. With James and your sister away in Surrey, only the servants are present to keep your reputation intact as you are sharing a home with a renowned bachelor.”

      “I suppose they shall do well enough, seeing as Pelham House could easily hold an entire village within its vast walls,” Arielle said with an impertinent shrug. “If you’ll excuse me now, I am away to attend to my affairs.” She offered the slightest of curtseys and rushed passed him, not waiting for him to dismiss her. Feeling the earl’s glare on her back, she continued onward. Though he possessed the power to boot her from the house and into the street, she’d quickly realized that he was much more bark than bite, and was mostly harmless.

      She burst from the house and into the stables, finding solace in the familiar scent of hay and horse. Her mare, Tessie whinnied happily at the sight of her mistress. Arielle had slipped an apple from the kitchen and now held out her offering for Tessie to approve.

      “There you go, girl,” Arielle soothed as Tessie took the apple into her mouth, chewing it heartily.

      “So this is where you disappear to nearly every morning?”

      Wes’ distinctly male and disapproving voice interrupted her peaceful morning routine. She looked from Tessie to see him standing in the middle of the stables, his hands on his hips and a scowl on his face.

      She sighed. Is he going to follow her around everywhere?

      “Surely, sir, you have pressing matters far more important than mapping out the day’s routine of a humble girl most gracious to find lodging beneath your roof,” she snidely remarked.

      He stood there, aghast. “Why, I’ve never met such an impertinent—“

      “Yes, yes, I know, milord. We established quite some time ago that I am the most impertinent, outrageous, unladylike lady that you have ever had the privilege of meeting,” she quipped, not interested in the continuing on with the tired conversation.

      “Townes!” Wes called.

      “Yes, milord?” The head of the stables appeared from nowhere.

      “Saddle my horse. I’m accompanying Miss Seabourn on her ride today,” he instructed the man, his eyes never leaving Arielle’s. She narrowed her gaze at him.

      “Why, sir,” she sank into an exaggerated curtsey, “there is nothing I wish for more than the pleasure of your company on my morning ride,” she lied sweetly. He knew that she was lying.

      “And I wish for nothing more than to be in the presence of your delightful company,” he replied, lying in turn.

      Arielle swiftly turned from him then, before he noticed the heat climbing up her neck and spreading to her face. The man was insufferable, and she did not want to give him the pleasure of seeing how angry he could make her. The last thing he wanted to do was ride out with her, yet he was doing so only to get beneath her skin. For what reasons, she could not determine. Perhaps, he was still upset about her sister marrying his brother instead of him. But matters of the heart such as that, how could they be helped?

      She waited patiently for Tessie to be saddled and readied for her ride, swinging gracefully from the mounting block in her peacock blue riding habit as Tessie stood mostly still, anticipating the fast, vigorous ride the two of them liked to share. Arielle cared not if the surly earl kept pace or not with her once they left the stables.

      As soon as she was seated, she kicked in her heels and shot from the stable yard, darting through the paddocks and out into the expansive pasture lands to the east of the estate. Tessie ran fast and free as they shot through the tall grass. The pastures were framed with forests alive with the colors of autumn. Blazing crimson, fiery oranges, and golden yellow leaves fringed the trees, and Arielle sucked in her breath at the beauty of it.

      In the midst of her pause to observe the breathtaking scenery, she grimaced at the beat of approaching horse hooves. She’d nearly forgotten the earl’s incessant need to ruin her blissful morning. Before she could dash away again, the earl and his stallion, an overbearing brute of a horse, much like his master, pulled to a halt beside her.

      “Miss Seabourn, I have yet to understand your desire to be rid of me at all costs. Am I that offensive?” he asked sarcastically.

      “No, milord, on the contrary. My poor, delicate heart is not accustomed to such strength and masculinity. I must avoid you lest I be put abed with a case of the vapors,” she said mockingly, lifting a hand to her head in an overly dramatic fashion.

      The earl shook his head in frustration. “I do not know how two sisters could be so utterly different in looks and disposition.”

      Arielle scowled at him, no longer able to keep her temper in check. “Likewise, sir, I do not understand the differences between your kind, genteel brother and yourself!” She cried, urging Tessie forward. Her blood was boiling and she could no longer bite her tongue. Before she said something she would truly regret, or rather, would most likely embarrass her kind, sweet sister, she had to remove herself from his presence.

      As she galloped toward the wood, she could still see him at the crest of the hill in her mind’s eye, a scowl gracing his too handsome face, the cool winds blowing his wavy brown hair. His horse, that massive stallion, matched the size needed for such a tall, broad man. In every way, the earl was an imposing figure, surely sending many of his tenants and those in his employ to cower before him, but not she. Arielle refused to bend to his will, something which she believed, drove him quite mad.

      
        * * * *

      

      Wes watched Miss Seabourn’s tresses, an ever-changing mixture of molten gold and rich honey, fall from her pins as she took off at a most improper speed. The girl was wild, untamed and impertinent, with little to no respect for her betters.

      As he clucked his tongue and Diablo, his mighty horseflesh the shade of midnight, casually sauntered at a pleasant speed from the hilltop, completely beneath Wes’ careful control, he realized how very much Miss Seabourn’s parents had failed her. Clearly, they’d poured their time, wealth and attention into the elder sister, now Lady Pendleton, as she was the epitome of beauty and grace.

      Catching the flicker of her blue gown and the glint of her blonde curls in the distance as she tore like lightning toward the forest, he shook his head, determining that something must be done for the girl. Poor thing. She lacked all propriety. It was his duty, as a benefactor of sorts, seeing that she lived beneath his roof, to ensure she was skilled in the delicate arts. Perhaps, some unfortunate soul none the wiser to her stubborn streak and blatant disregard for societal rules would come along and take her off his hands, while still providing her and her family, which were, after all, his own distant relations, a well suited and substantial matrimonial connection for her.

      Scowling again, Wes took off in the general direction of his wayward charge. She wasn’t truly his charge, but he saw her as such. And she certainly did not need to be traipsing about the forests unchaperoned. Why could she not stay in the sunny pastures and hilly terrain belonging to the Pendleton’s estate? The lands surrounding Pelham House offered plenty of opportunities for exploring that did not take one along the narrow paths winding within the dense forest. Who knew what ruffians hid along the creek bed? What animals crouched in waiting to attack?

      He frowned at the thought.

      Miss Seabourn certainly did not take such sensibilities into account. As he neared the edge of the forests, he peered into the dense canopy of trees, and in the distance could make out the flash of her blue dress, traveling further into the thickened knot of leaves, grasses, trees and ferns.

      “Miss Seabourn! Miss Arielle!”

      He called out, hoping his voice would echo through the shadowy forest and reach her perfectly rounded ears, and possibly ward away any creature or person wishing to do her no good. He was not scared for himself, but he did not want anything to happen to his brother’s sister in law.

      There was no answer. He followed the narrow trail into the forest, picking his way through the low hanging branches, cursing under his breath with each step Diablo took. He should be working on the last batch of ledgers he needed to approve.

      That’s when he heard it. The faintest cry off in the distance. His heart lurched and he urged Diablo forward. Several yards up ahead, Miss Seabourn’s mare stood tethered to a branch, grazing peacefully on a cluster of ferns and grasses.

      “Where’d she wander off to girl?” Wes asked the horse. Deciding to manage the rest of the way on foot, he dismounted and tied Diablo to a nearby tree a safe distance from the other horse.

      “Miss Seabourn! Where are you?”

      He continued to call as his boots crunched over fallen leaves and he ducked to avoid hitting the branches hanging at precarious levels.

      “Help!” That’ must be her calling from somewhere close by. Following the sound of her voice, he rushed toward her, and in his hurry, ran straight into a branch, flinging him to the ground and knocking the wind from his lungs. Despite his pounding head and the breath barely wheezing from his lungs, he managed to rally to his feet and continue on his trek until he found her.

      In a small clearing, Arielle stood, trying to dislodge her foot from being stuck between a fallen tree and a clump of rocks. She appeared relieved to see Wes, but as soon as she took in his appearance, her face turned pale and her mouth popped open.

      “Are you alright?”

      He grunted. “Quite well. I heard your cries for help. How may I be of service?”

      “I’ve seemed to have gotten my foot rather stuck here,” she said, gesturing toward her lifted skirt and black riding boot.

      He walked toward her and examined the situation. With much effort, he lifted the large boulder and she pulled her foot out.

      “Thank you!” she cried in relief as she regained her footing.

      “Is your ankle sore?” he asked.

      “Only a bit. I am quite fine.”

      Before she had a chance to protest, he lifted her in his arms and turned to carry her back to their horses. She wriggled, attempting to get down, but his grasp was too strong.

      “We are going back to Pelham House to see about your ankle before you manage to get hurt any worse,” he informed her in a stern voice.

      “I assure you, I am fine. Please, I beg you, put me down!” She squirmed in protest, but his hold only tightened.

      “No. This is absurd. Pray tell, what would you have done had I not been following you?”

      “I would have been more careful! In my hurry, I did not pay attention as closely as usual, and I lost my footing.”

      They reached the horses and Wes placed Arielle on Diablo’s back before mounting behind her.

      “I have my own horse,” she remarked, no longer fighting him.

      “Yes, which means you will bolt. I cannot waste any more time rescuing you from yourself today.”

      She scowled at him as he took hold of Tessie’s reins, and led them out of the forest. With the sun high overhead, he suspected the dinner hour would soon be upon them.

      

      
        Chapter Two

      

      She’d only wanted a reprieve. Though the man was cold and frustrating and ridiculous, Arielle could not help the heat that crept through her when he drew near, his handsome features and clear blue eyes trained solely on her. She knew he found her to be silly and thoughtless, and therefore, would never view her as a potential match for him. She sighed as his arm held her securely in front of him, and her back leaned against the muscular planes of his chest.

      “You really must be more careful, Miss Seabourn,” he said as they maintained a steady pace back to Pelham House.

      “As you wish, sir,” she said in resign. What else could she do?

      “I would ask you not to stray so far into the woods. It is most grating on my nerves that you would choose to use so much of my valuable time.”

      “I did not wish to have you put upon. Truly, it is none of your concern if I spend time among the woods is it? I am but a distant relative. Nothing more.”

      “You are a young lady under my household and my protection. I do not believe my request to be irrational in the least.”

      “Very well,” she sighed. The wind picked up, whipping her blue gown against the earl’s legs, her blonde, unpinned hair into his face. She tried to smooth it down, but little could be done upon horseback.

      When they reached the stables, he assisted her down and handed Diablo’s and Tessie’s reins to a waiting stable lad. He extended his arm formally to accompany Arielle back to the house.

      Her brow furrowed. He was such a strange man, full of decorum and structure, but every once in a while his carefully maintained guard would slip away, and she would see the kind, devilishly handsome yet soft man beneath the mask. Only once in all of her months at Pelham House had she heard his laugh, but the sound had been like music to her ears.

      “How shall you pass your afternoon, Miss Seabourn?” He asked as they walked.

      She stifled a yawn. “I suppose I shall work on my embroidery and play the pianoforte,” she responded in rote. Though those were the last tasks she wished to occupy her time that afternoon, as there was a particularly wonderful pond that begged her to row across it on the edge of the estate. However, she was quite sure, after this morning’s escapades, the earl would most likely not approve.

      “That sounds lovely. I have business to attend to in town, so I shall be gone most of the day. However, I will arrive back home in plenty of time for the evening meal.”

      “Lovely, milord. Just lovely,” she smiled sweetly. In her mind, she was attempting to calculate how long it would take for her to reach the pond, have a quick row about it, and return in time to dress formally for dinner that evening. She would have to take great pains with her hair and gown if she did not want him to suspect anything was amuck.

      “Until this evening,” he bowed stiffly before walking through the great hall in the direction of his study. She poked a petulant lip out and turned in the opposite direction. She couldn’t understand why he simply couldn’t leave her be.

      

      
        * * * *

      

      

      Wes heard the grandfather clock in the hall outside his study strike four times. He’d lied to Arielle, knowing that she would surely be up to no good if she believed herself to be unchaperoned and free to roam for the afternoon. He truly wished he did not believe it necessary to check up on her, but it was for her own good. She needed guidelines. A bit of taming.

      “Come in,” he called out when he heard the light knock at his door.

      Henson appeared and glided to his side. “The young miss has slipped out of doors. She is headed on foot in a due west direction.”

      “Thank you, Henson,” Wes rose to his feet. “I wonder what business she could have on the west side of the estate,” he pondered aloud.

      “That I do not know, sir. Though she did inquire with one of the gardeners about a pair of work boots,” Henson told him.

      Wes shook his head. “That girl shall put me in an early grave yet,” he sighed, closing his ledger book and striding from his study.

      Less than an hour later, he found her, though she did not notice his approach. He saw her gliding about the pond in the rickety old boat he and James had once used many ages ago as children for fish and sport. A wide smile was spread across her face, and an occasional burst of laughter sprang from her lips. For a brief moment his heart warmed at the sight, and he considered turning back and not interrupting her afternoon frolic. But then he remembered that she had lied to him about her plans for the day. That did not sit well with him.

      Stepping from behind the dense bushes that had masked his approach, her mouth popped open when she caught sight of him, and he heard her shriek of surprise from her spot in the middle of the pond.

      “This is getting quite ridiculous, Miss Seabourn,” he called out as she remained frozen in shock, the boat bobbing slightly with the wind. “Not only did you lie to me, but you have no business boating all alone, especially in these temperatures. You could grow ill.”

      Arielle said nothing in reply, her shoulders simply slumped as she sighed and rowed back toward the small dock. He helped her out of the boat and tied the vessel’s rope securely to the dock.

      “I was in no way a harm or burden to anyone,” she defended gently as they started walking the rather lengthy trek back to the mains.

      “Miss Seabourn, I beg you, stay within doors and keep your rides within the safety of our lands until my brother and your sister return,” he pleaded.

      “Very well,” she sighed, knowing fully the depth of her defeat.

      

      
        Chapter Three

      

      As soon as formal greetings had been doled out and Arielle and Melanie were alone in Arielle’s bedchamber, the two sisters embraced each other tightly, shrieking with delight.

      “How I’ve missed you!” Arielle cried, jumping up and down with uncontainable excitement now that her sister was back beneath the roof of Pelham House.

      “And I you! Of course, James and I had a splendid time, but it wasn’t the same not having you by my side these past few weeks,” Melanie told her. “How were things here at Pelham?”

      Arielle paused, frozen in her inability to provide Melanie with an adequate answer.

      “What is the matter, Arielle? Did you and his lordship not get on well together?”

      “I suppose one could say that.”

      “Arielle!”

      “We were neither the most agreeable of sorts in one another’s company.”

      “Pray tell, Arielle, what is the meaning of your cryptic summary?”

      “I only mean that he is rather difficult and frustrating, despite his handsome countenance . . . even though even that is marred by the horrid furrow of his brow,” Arielle shrugged.

      “You are rather contradictive, dear sister of mine,” Melanie replied with a giggle, eyeing Arielle closely.

      “Well, there is no denying the handsomeness of the earl. He is far too pompous and exasperating, however.”

      Melanie’s eyes grew wide. “I do believe you very well may care for him, Arielle!”

      “Never! He is far too frustrating,” Arielle swiftly defended, though her cheeks warmed and she grew quite flustered.

      Melanie said nothing in reply, giving her sister a knowing look.

      “Stop looking at me in that way!” Arielle cried, swatting her sister with her shawl.

      “Whatever do you mean?” Melanie asked smugly.

      Arielle sighed in frustration. “I am going for a walk. Now that you and your husband have returned, perhaps the earl shall leave me be and I can explore a bit without being hunted down and returned promptly to the house.”

      Melanie laughed. “I should hope so.”

      As Arielle walked along the edge of the pond, feeling free for the first time in weeks to do so without checking behind her back for her warden to appear, she thought about what Melanie had said. Did she indeed care for the earl?

      She shook her head furiously, though no one was nearby. The idea seemed so preposterous. He drove her quite mad. Reluctantly, however, if she truly looked within herself, to the very heart of the matter, she had to admit affection for the earl was tucked in the recesses of her soul, deep within where she could hide it behind layers of denial, frustration and defense.

      Sucking in a deep breath, she blew it out, watching the puffs of white smoke release into the chilly afternoon air. The surface of the pond trembled with the strong wind, and glancing up, she saw the clouds begin to gather. They would probably see the season’s first snowfall soon.

      “Miss Seabourn,” the familiar deep voice called from behind her, and she grew still. Turning about to see the earl a few yards away, her mouth dropped in surprise. Lost in her thoughts, she hadn’t noticed his approach.

      “Milord,” she said stiffly, acknowledging his presence. Her heart thudded wildly in her chest. He stepped toward her, closing the distance between them quickly and offered her his arm.

      “Though I could give you a proper tongue lashing on the unwise decision of walking about in this type of weather so close to the sun setting, I shall not. I will only escort you back to the house and keep my opinions of your folly to myself.”

      Arielle begrudgingly took hold of his arm, letting his cleverly hidden insult go, since the wind was picking up considerably, and she had been about to turn back toward the main house anyway. “Why have you come to collect me? Do you not have much more important business to attend?”

      Wes stared ahead. “I could not locate James or your sister, and I know the weather will soon be worsening. I headed out myself before wasting any more time.”

      “Thank you for thinking of me,” she said softly.

      “I only wish you would think of yourself,” he said in exasperation. “Leaving the house and heading this far off was not wise.”

      “Can I not simply give my thanks without your lectures, sir?” She asked, trying her best to curb her temper.

      “Very well. I have more important matters on my mind as it is.”

      “What, pray tell, has you more concerned than hunting me down each day as if it were sport?” She half teased, her smile brightening when he chuckled against his will.

      “If you must know, I will soon be leaving for London. Though the height of the Season is a few months off, I shall be attending a bevy of dreadful parties and balls in search of a wife,” he replied glumly.

      The disappointment settling in the pit of her stomach unnerved Arielle. “That does not seem to be the most terrible of tasks,” she replied slowly.

      “I believe it be as such. I do not wish to search for a wife. However, my title demands it of me,” he told her.

      “But you are young yet. Can it not wait?”

      “There is much pressure for me to produce an heir. James does not wish to be the earl. He hasn’t been groomed for it, and he tells me on many occasions how very much he enjoys his life. Besides, I do wish to pass down the title to my own offspring.”

      “Well, I am sure finding a wife will not be the worst of ordeals.”

      Wes sniffed. “I tried once and we both know how that turned out.”

      That night, Arielle slipped between her sheets, her feet stretching toward the warming brick her maid had placed at the foot of her bed. Sometime between the walk back to Pelham House and a later than usual dinner, a plan had formed in her mind. A rather outrageous plan, but one that would solve many problems. If she only had the fortitude and bravery to initiate it.

      

      
        Chapter Four

      

      Wes stared at the note from Arielle, confused. Why was she asking him to meet her in such a clandestine way? Though the girl could easily worm her way beneath his skin until he saw red, she was, for the most part, an agreeable sort. He could even go as far as saying he enjoyed her company on occasion.

      He rose from his chair and strode out of his study, intent on finding Arielle and discovering what matter was behind her urgent need for his presence. Only a few minutes passed before he reached the library, peering about as he called her name.

      “Miss Seabourn?” he called out. “I received your note. Are you alright?”

      She suddenly appeared around the corner, fidgeting with her dress, not meeting his eyes. “My lord,” she curtseyed, “Thank you for arriving on such short notice. I am in a bit of a predicament and I need your sage advice. Might we sit before the fire and have tea?” She asked, gesturing toward the cozy scene. The fire was roaring and a small table beside the settee held a silver tea service, a plate of seedcakes, and two china cups.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Very well,” he agreed, though her strange behavior did not put him at ease. She stepped toward the settee and he followed her, taking a seat beside her on the settee, though little space was afforded between them.

      Arielle poured the tea, but her hand was shaking and she spilled more than a few drops on the fine linen cloth. As Wes took a cup from her, she still would not meet his eyes. “Miss Seabourn, something seems amiss. Please, tell me what has you so unsettled.”

      She took a long sip of her tea before answering him. “I have realized that I must take it upon myself to complete a most unsavory task,” she admitted.

      “And why do you feel whatever it is is something you must do?”

      “Because it is best for all parties involved.”

      “Well, take courage then. Though I know not of which you speak in such cryptic terms, I trust you have somewhat sound judgment. You must be brave, Miss Seabourn.”

      She nodded as if resolving within herself to the task she needed to undertake. “Thank you, sir. I only hope you will not think less of me when I have done what I need to do.”

      Confused, he watched as she sipped her tea, all the while staring intently at her lap or her cup. “I pray I have not given encouragement for you to perform an unseemly or unladylike task,” he replied carefully.

      The sound of footsteps coming from the library’s entrance caught his attention, and he didn’t notice the small figure in the smartly cut, yellow gown gently place her teacup on the table and throw herself onto his lap until it was too late. Her arms were about his neck and when he turned, utterly disoriented, to discover what was the matter, she pressed her lips tightly against his and his eyes went wide with surprise.

      “WES!” He heard his brother call out as a sharp, feminine gasp was elicited amid murmurs of shock in the distance. Still off guard, he gathered enough wits to reach up and untangle the tightly clasped hands about his neck. He tried to turn his head from her incessant kisses, but she was strong for being such a small lady and he did not want to hurt her.

      At last, after what felt like ages, she leaned back, staring at him with wide green eyes, her cheeks flushed as she tried to catch her breath. He stared back at her, dumbfounded.

      “What is the meaning of this?” He asked when he finally found his voice.

      “I’m sorry, but it is for your own good,” she replied, still sitting upon his lap, despite the audience that had gathered in the library. He slowly turned in his seat to see his brother and his wife, and several members of the household staff staring at him and the beautiful, though infuriating, creature taking up residence on top of him. This was not good.

      “What are you doing, Wes?” His brother asked, eyes wide as Arielle finally stood and stepped away from him. He quickly rose himself, though never in his life had he felt so out of sorts and at a loss for an answer.

      “Arielle! How dare you act in such an unscrupulous way for all and sundry to witness!” Her sister, Lady Pendleton, admonished. Arielle stood with her hands clasped in front of her, blushing, saying nothing. However, the meaning behind her actions suddenly became quite clear to him. He had been hoodwinked right and good. He tried to keep the anger threatening to boil over in check.

      “I-I apologize. Our passion simply escaped us,” the small voice at his side proclaimed demurely. He turned and stared at her incredulously.

      “Wes, might I speak with you privately?” James asked.

      Wes nodded and followed his brother into the hall.

      “What is the meaning of this?” James asked expectantly.

      “James, I have no idea. She attacked me.”

      James snorted. “That tiny waif of a girl attacked you? I can hardly believe that, Wes.”

      “It is the truth. Her advances were a complete surprise.”

      “You’re telling me that she threw herself at you? That’s rather accusatory. Her reputation shall be in shreds, especially since so many of the servants witnessed the impropriety.”

      “I tell you the truth, though you know good and well I have no choice as to what I shall have to do. I cannot allow your wife’s sister to become a compromised woman at my expense,” Wes grumbled.

      James crossed his arms. “Yes, though according to you it would be her own fault, I know you are too much of a gentleman to allow her reputation to be ruined. Besides,” he sighed, “this does resolve your need for a wife.”

      Wes’ brow furrowed. “I have a feeling she very much knew what she was doing.”

      “How could you doubt anything less?” James replied, trying to hide his smile.

      

      
        Chapter Five

      

      Arielle fidgeted nervously in the library beneath the watchful, disapproving eye of her elder sister as Wes and James spoke in the hall. She glanced toward the door, wondering what discussion was taking place on the other side. Had she been wrong to take matters into her own hands the way that she had? It had seemed like a fool-proof plan, one that would benefit them both. Now, she wondered if it had all been for naught, and she would soon be booted from the estate, her reputation in tatters.

      “Arielle, how could you do such a thing?” Melanie asked, looking prim and perfect as always.

      “The earl needs a wife, and I need to marry, too. I like being close to you, and I know the earl is too blind to see that perhaps, beneath our quarrels, we would make a rather nice match.”

      “But you shouldn’t have taken matters into your own hands. Did the idea occur to you that perhaps a bit of coquettish behavior, a gentle hand on his arm, a walk in the garden, and he would have asked to court you? You are quite a lovely girl, and he would have surely caught on.”

      “I’m not at all sure that he would have, Melanie. He is rather single-minded. He had the notion of going to London for the Season to find a bride. He did not see me as an option,” Arielle shrugged.

      “Well, we must pray that he does now, or you are ruined, Arielle. Ruined!” Melanie fretted, wringing her hands as her own eyes wandered to the closed door.

      Moments later, the door opened and James and Wes reappeared. Wes cleared his throat. “Might I have a private word with Miss Seabourn?” He requested. James and Melanie quickly retreated, but left the library door open.

      Wes sighed. “I am not sure what you were thinking behaving so inappropriately.”

      “That isn’t true, is it? I believe you know exactly why I did what I did.” She stepped toward him.

      “You know that we must marry,” he told her.

      She nodded. “Yes, I know, but truly, is that so very awful?”

      Wes ran a hand through his hair. “No, I suppose it is not, but I do not appreciate my decisions being taken from me. You have tied my hands. I do not love you, and now we are forced to marry.”

      Arielle winced at his harsh truth. “You did not even know my sister when you had made a decision to wed her. Why now does love matter to you?”

      He shrugged. “It doesn’t, but I believe it shall matter to you. I’m afraid you shall be sorely disappointed and there is nothing either of us can do about it.”

      She swallowed the lump forming in her throat. “I shall be nothing of the sort,” she meekly defended.

      “Seeing as there is no reason to delay our wedding as word spreads fast throughout the realm of servants, I am riding to procure a special license this afternoon. We shall be married in the morning. I shall write immediately to your father, explaining my ardent desire and inability to wait. He shall probably be so pleased his daughter landed such a fine match with an earl, he will care little for the circumstances regarding the reasons for our marriage,” he said coolly.

      Arielle merely nodded. What choice did she have?

      “If you will excuse me, my dear, I shall be on my way to attend to the matters necessary for our wedding,” he said with a curt bow before exiting the library. He did not wait for her reply.

      

      * * * *

      

      The next morning dawned dreary and gray. Arielle rose from a fitful sleep to dress in the silk gown of sky blue she’d chosen for her wedding. The color was cheerful and the fine silk was embroidered along the bodice and hem with gold. Beneath her heavy fur cloak, she would be warm enough for the carriage ride to the parish church with Wes, James and Melanie.

      The minister would perform the ceremony and they would promptly return for the wedding breakfast. On such short notice, there would be little fanfare. Arielle watched her reflection in the looking glass as her lady’s maid plaited her hair and swept it romantically into a loose chignon.

      She glanced around the bedchamber appointed with lovely furnishings and decorated in green and gold. Every room at Pelham House was beautiful and sumptuous. She had yet to venture down the hall to the bedchamber connected to the earl’s, however. The countess’ room would be hers that very night, but she’d been too uncertain to visit the spacious place just yet.

      A light knock at her door called her attention away from her overwhelming thoughts. Her sister, adorned in a lavender gown, a jaunty hat with a feather plume accentuating her beautiful, porcelain-like features, peeked around the door. “Ready to go, dearie?”

      Arielle rose from the velvet chair, adjusting the silk ties of her bonnet. “As ready as I shall ever be,” she said, squaring her shoulders. She exited the room, hooking her arm through Melanie’s as they ascended the wide staircase. Wes and James waited at the foot of the steps to escort them to the carriage.

      Wes offered his arm and Arielle slipped her arm from Melanie’s and looped it around his. “I trust you slept well,” he said formally as he walked with her to the waiting carriage.

      “As could be expected,” she said quietly as he helped her into the enclosed carriage. She sat pensively on the tufted, cream velvet as he entered behind her and took a seat next to her. Once they were all settled, the coachman took off at a fast clip. They’d barely settled when he pulled to a stop a couple of miles down the road in front of the stone church. Situated at the edge of the village, few townspeople were milling about as the members of the gentry alighted from the polished carriage. They only evoked a few stares.

      The wedding was swift. As Melanie and James sat in the front pew of the little stone church, Wes and Arielle exchanged vows and Wes slipped an emerald and diamond ring set in gold on her finger. “It was my mother’s,” he murmured as she stared at the hefty gem resting on her left hand.

      “It’s lovely,” she whispered back as the rector finished the ceremony.

      “I lawfully pronounce you husband and wife. My lord, you may now kiss your bride,” the rector instructed. Arielle closed her eyes and lifted her lips to receive Wes’ rather chaste, brief kiss.

      “It is done then?” Wes asked the rector.

      “You are married to the lovely lady by your side,” the rector replied.

      Wes nodded gruffly, paid the man and offered his arm to escort Arielle from the sanctuary after every member of their party signed the wedding certificate.

      She scurried to keep up with Wes’ swift pace back to the carriage, feeling rather unsettled in the pit of her stomach. He had hardly looked at her since they’d left Pelham House earlier.

      “Is everything alright?” she asked tentatively.

      Wes harrumphed. “I suppose everything is alright besides my being manipulated into marriage this morning for the sake of your reputation.”

      She frowned. She’d tried to be patient, but it wasn’t her strong suit. The quivering maid in distress was not a part she played well. “Please, for the sake of all that is right and good, stop pouting.”

      His eyebrows rose as he turned to stare at her in shock. “I am not pouting,” he said shortly.

      “Yes, you are, and it is rather ridiculous. If anything, you should be thanking me,” she said hotly, as she lost what little hold she had left on her temper.

      He helped her into the carriage and quickly sat down beside her as James and Melanie rushed down the walk to catch up with the bride and groom.

      “How dare you act as though you were doing me a favor by taking away my right to choose my own bride,” he said beneath his breath.

      “How dare you act as though I am hardly worth cleaning the mud from your boots!” She retorted. They stared each other down, breathing heavily, the anger emanating between them.

      James cleared his throat as he helped Melanie onto the seat and slid in beside her. “I believe congratulations are in order!” He exclaimed as he took in the couple staring angrily at one another. They both turned to look at him as if horns grew from his well-combed dark hair.

      “Perhaps, differences could be set aside for your wedding day?” Melanie ventured sweetly, patting Arielle’s knee from across the carriage. The gesture calmed her down, and Arielle took a deep breath. She turned to Wes.

      “I apologize for getting so angry,” she sighed.

      “Apology accepted,” he clipped before turning to speak to James. She closed her eyes and breathed in another rush of air. She could not believe him! Who had she married? Would he not apologize? Or see himself as ever being wrong?

      

      
        Chapter Six

      

      Arielle paced back and forth in front of the hearth in the Countess’ bedchamber, her white cotton nightgown floating in her wake. She’d chosen her best nightgown—the one with lace-trimmed sleeves and embroidered edges. Her hair hung in long, loose curls down her back as she continued her nervous pacing. Occasionally, she glanced toward the large, ornate bed, its intricate bed coverings already turned down for the night by her maid, who’d left her alone with a wink and a knowing smile well over an hour ago.

      As the grandfather clock in the hall struck the hour of eleven, Wes had not came to her room yet. Perhaps, he was not going to visit her at all that night. Maybe he was still stewing from their myriad of tiffs throughout their first day as husband and wife.  Arielle bit her lip. She assumed most couples were happy on their wedding day. When she and the other ladies had retired for the evening, he’d stiffly kissed her cheek and told her goodnight, not even meeting her eyes. There was also no promise of a visit to her room, no indication that she would see him again before morning.

      Just as she finally gave up and slipped between the bed linens, she heard a light knock at the door connecting her bedchamber with his.

      “Come in,” she called out, her voice quivering. She clutched at the covers to keep her hands from shaking. He opened the door and stepped inside wearing his dressing gown, his face revealing nothing as he caught sight of her already in bed.

      “I believed it best that we . . . make our marriage official, but if you are too tired . . .” He trailed off, gesturing toward where she sat propped against the pillows.

      “No, I am alright,” she replied slowly, “I have only just now retired to my bed.” She started to rise, but he lifted a hand to stop her, and walked around to the other side of the massive bed, shrugging from his dressing gown and slipping beneath the covers. She averted her eyes nervously as much of his bare chest was still exposed. Her cheeks flushed and she grew lightheaded as he reached across her and blew out the single taper on her bedside table.

      Only the light from the smoldering embers in the fireplace barely lit the bedchamber. She could hardly make out his features as he sat against the pillows beside her. His arm slightly pressed against hers.

      “Though we have had our differences, Arielle, I want to assure you that I will do my duty by you as your husband,” he said rather formally.

      She cleared her throat. “What do you mean, sir?”

      “Call me, Wes, please. Especially in circumstances such as this. I mean that I shall do all within my power to ensure you give birth to my heir. I shall also be faithful and true to you.”

      “But you do not love me,” she said bluntly.

      “No, I do not, but I shall be gentle and kind. Always,” he promised, gently lifting her chin with his fingertips.

      When he pulled her to him and kissed her softly, running his hands through her hair, she told herself that what he promised could be enough. It had to be enough.
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* * *

      The next morning, the sun was shining brightly through her window when she stirred from her slumber. She stretched languidly as a small smile crept across her lips when thoughts of the events of the night before returned to her mind. Arielle reached out for him, but the sheets were cool. The only reminder that he had even been there was the crumple of the pillows and the proof of her virtue on their marriage bed.

      As she rose and dressed in a printed morning gown, she wondered when Wes had left her room. She normally did not sleep so late, and perhaps he didn’t want to wake her, instead, she thought with a blush, he knew she needed some sleep.

      After dressing and having her hair braided and styled, Arielle ate breakfast alone in the morning room before venturing out to the stables. Now that she was up and about, she did not feel all that married. Besides the ring that now resided on her finger, little had changed. She did not know where Wes was, her sister and James had left to inquire about the purchase of an estate not too far from Pelham House, and she was going riding. Nothing much had changed.

      “What are you doing?” His voice rang out behind her as she fed Tessie an apple. She turned around slowly to see him standing there, arms crossed in front of his chest.

      “I’m going for my ride,” she explained.

      “Arielle, you’re the countess, the mistress of the house, now. Don’t you think you should visit Mrs. Jennings about the needs of the household and talk with Cook to plan the menus?”

      “I can do those things after my ride. Besides, I hardly feel like a countess. I woke up alone, just as I always have,” she said bitterly. Though she knew many husbands and wives slept separately, she knew her sister and James shared a bed, and it bothered her that Wes had left at some point to return to his own quarters.

      “I do not know what you expect of me,” he said, his brow furrowing.

      “Nothing. You have made it quite clear that I can expect nothing from you but your name and the right to bear your child.”

      “That is hardly fair. You gave me no choice . . . can you expect me to be happy being forced to marry?”

      “You wanted to marry. I wish you would see that I did what I did for you!” She exclaimed before storming off. Her ride would have to wait.

      
        * * * *

      

      

      Wes watched his bride storm from the stables, her gloved hands clenched tightly into fists by her side. He sighed and rubbed at his temples. What was he to do with this young, stubborn wife of his? They were so different, and were now expected to live out the rest of their lives by each other’s side.

      He momentarily considered following her, but decided against it. She needed to cool down. He hadn’t meant to offend her so. He cared not if she rode out, as long as she did not venture into the woods or somewhere else just as dangerous—he’d only mentioned the duties of a countess because she had yet been made aware of her new, expected role.

      He closed his eyes briefly, and his mind involuntarily turned to thoughts of the previous night. He’d woken in the wee hours of the morning, her long, golden hair splayed across his chest, her small body curled tightly against his. He’d wanted to stay, he truly had, but getting his emotions involved would only prove to cause them problems. He needed to treat his marriage as a matter of necessity and business, just as his father and the others before him had. It was the way things had always been done. That was why he had crept back to his bed and tried to fall back asleep, but the bed had felt too cold, too empty.

      

      
        Chapter Seven

      

      Days turned into weeks as the wind grew colder and the trees barer. Wes kept his promise to Arielle, dutifully visiting her bed night after night, offering his arm when they were out and about, even accompanying her on rides from time to time. But Arielle felt his distance. He kept her at arm’s length, even when he held her tightly.

      Many nights, after he left her, she would cry herself to sleep, wondering if she could continue on with the charade. She didn’t want him to know that she loved him, but she did. With her heart, her soul, and every inch of her, she loved Wes, and it cruelly wounded her each time he slipped from her side without a word, each time he passed her in the halls without a second glance, as if she were a stranger and not his wife. She tried to act as if it didn’t bother her, but when he would leave her room in the pitch black of night, she would take off the mask and sob into her pillow, heartbroken and alone.

      One such night, she was no longer able to contain her feelings. A sob escaped her lips as Wes still tiptoed across the room headed back to his own.

      “What is the matter, Arielle?” He asked, his voice thick with concern.

      “I-I . . . nothing,” she cried softly.

      Wes quickly made it to her side and pulled her into his arms and kissed the crown of her head. She sobbed into his dressing gown, soaking the fine silk.

      “Truly nothing?” He asked, tenderly.

      “Nothing that can be changed,” she sighed, once she had collected herself. She wasn’t about to admit that she loved him desperately. That the fact that he did not love her tore her apart.

      “Did you have a nightmare?” He ventured.

      “Yes, but I’m fine now,” she sniffled. The lie was much more convenient than the truth.

      “Would you like me to stay with you until you fall asleep?” He asked, rubbing his hand up and down her arm.

      “Yes, please, if you don’t mind,” she said, too sleepy and weak to return to her guarded ways.

      “Very well,” he said, making himself comfortable, holding her tight against him.

      Sometime later, she awoke and Wes was gone. She wasn’t surprised, but nevertheless she sighed deeply, her breath coming out jaggedly. Tossing and turning, she rolled to face the window when a fuzzy light caught her attention. The fire had long since burned out, and the room should have been pitch black, so the fuzzy, bluish light confounded her. She squinted, trying to make sense of what she was seeing. The more she stared at the hazy light, the more it began to look less like a blur and more like a lady. A lady dressed in a beautiful gown of watery blue. Her eyes looked peaceful and her hair flowed long and loose about her willowy frame.

      Arielle stayed frozen in place, unable to move. Though she had been frightened at first, a wave of peace billowed through her as she stared at the figure near her bed.

      “All will be well,” the lady whispered before fading from her sight. Arielle blinked in the darkness, disoriented. Had she truly just seen a ghost? Or had she been dreaming? She felt quite awake, but she wasn’t scared. Unsure what else to do, she rolled onto her back and easily fell into a dreamless sleep.

      

      
        * * * *

      

      

      The next morning, Arielle promptly sought out the counsel of her elder sister. After breakfast and a ride about the west pasture, she found her sister in the greenhouse, lovingly tending to a rosebush about to bloom.

      “Melanie, I must tell you about last night,” she said fervently before launching into the story of what she’d experienced in the early hours of the morning.

      Melanie stared at her with wide eyes. “Arielle! I know what you saw! James told me the legend of “The Lady of Pelham House” shortly after we first arrived to scare me out of my wits. I didn’t believe him at the time, but he described her just as you did now.”

      Arielle shrieked. “Truly? I saw a ghost?”

      “Yes!” Melanie said, grabbing Arielle’s arms. “According to the legend, The Lady only appears to women in the Pendleton family about to face a great trial.”

      “I felt only peace, and she said ‘All will be well.’” Arielle explained.

      “Maybe she meant to encourage you.”

      “I am not sure, though I know I was not frightened.”

      “That must be a good sign.”

      Suddenly, one of the stable boys ran into the greenhouse. “Ladies! You must come now! The earl has fallen from his horse!”

      Arielle grabbed Melanie’s arm as fear clutched her heart. Without a word, they ran to follow the lad to the stables. Before they reached them, they met James in the courtyard, his hair mussed, his shirt stained

      “He was out riding in the forest of all places, and his horse attempted a jump and caught his foot on a vine. He was thrown. Diablo returned to the stable and led us straight to him,” James explained hurriedly, running a hand through his hair.

      “Why am I just now finding this out?” Arielle cried hysterically. “Where is he?”

      “He has just been taken to his bed. I was coming to find you. We . . . we were not sure if he was . . .”

      Arielle gasped. Not waiting for further explanation, she ran inside, up the stairs and to his bedchamber. She didn’t even knock, simply bursting inside, where she stopped in her tracks at the sight of her large, masculine husband bruised and unconscious, lying still in his bed.

      “Is he? Is he . . .” She fainted before finishing her question.

      

      
        Chapter Eight

      

      Arielle awoke in her own bed, her mouth dry and her head pounding. She blinked a few times before she remembered that she’d fainted and why she had done such a weak thing.

      “Is Wes dead?” She asked, turning to see her sister and a man she did not recognize standing near her bed.

      “No, he isn’t dead, but he is gravely wounded,” the tall, older man informed her.

      “Who are you?” She asked.

      “I am Dr. Greer, the Pendleton family’s physician,” he said kindly, “which makes me your physician, as well. Might I ask you a few questions, give you an examination, to make sure all is well with you?”

      “Please, I am fine. Tend to my husband, I beg you,” Arielle replied, attempting to sit up. A wave of dizziness washed over her, causing her to fall back to the pillows.

      “He is resting comfortably right now,” Dr. Greer explained. “My lady, have you experienced any nausea, fatigue, dizziness?”

      “I suppose a bit of all of that,” Arielle admitted.

      The doctor smiled gently down at her. “I believe you may have your own condition with which you must concern yourself.”

      After a few more prying questions, Dr. Greer left to attend Wes, leaving a shocked Arielle still lying in her bed.

      “Would you like me to lace your dress? Braid your hair?” Melanie asked.

      “I am to be a mother,” Arielle said quietly, staring blankly ahead, the news still fresh.

      “Yes, and a fine one you shall be,” Melanie encouraged.

      “But Wes lies ill and I have yet to rouse myself to be at his side,” Arielle admitted guiltily.

      “Because you yourself are not feeling so well. He would understand,”

      Arielle’s face crumpled. “I love him, Melanie. So very much, I cannot live without him . . . I am so scared.”

      Melanie perched on the edge of the bed and pulled her sister into her arms. “Everything will be okay. The Lady of Pelham House said so,” she soothed.

      After a moment or two, Arielle rose and with Melanie’s help, righted her gown and hair and entered her husband’s adjoining chamber. James and the physician stood nearby, conversing quietly.

      “How is he?” Arielle asked as she stepped to the side of the bed, slipping her hand into Wes’ warm one.

      “He stirred earlier, which is good. We’re hoping he has only suffered a concussion and a few broken ribs, but we won’t know for sure until he wakes up,” Dr. Greer told her.

      “Oh Wes, my love,” she sobbed quietly, lifting his limp hand and kissing it.

      “Perhaps you should rest, my lady,” Dr. Greer suggested.

      “No!” She cried sharply. “I will not leave him.”

      Neither of the gentleman nor her sister protested when she perched beside Wes, refusing to let go of his hand.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Three days later, Wes opened his bleary eyes. His head pounded incessantly, his parched throat ached and every inch of his body felt achy and sore.

      “Arielle?” He croaked at the vision of beauty seated beside him, holding tightly to his hand.

      “WES!” She exclaimed, a smile spreading across her face as tears spilled from her eyes. “You’re awake!” She leaned down and kissed his cheeks, his forehead, his lips.

      “Find Dr. Greer immediately!” He heard her call out.

      The doctor appeared within moments and gave him a thorough, torturous examination. “He has a concussion, I believe several of his ribs are cracked, but otherwise, he seems no worse for the wear. A week in bed, and he shall be almost as good as new,” the doctor smiled.

      Arielle sighed with relief.

      “I’ll have you know, my lord, your lovely wife has not left your side for three days, despite my pleas for her to rest comfortably in her own bed,” Dr. Greer grumbled.

      “She is a stubborn sort,” Wes told him.

      Arielle’s mouth popped open and she playfully swatted his hand. “I rested quite fine by my husband’s side,” she defended.

      The doctor snorted. “I shall be back in a couple of days to ensure you are recovering properly,” he told Wes before seeing himself out.

      Wes turned to Arielle. Much of her golden hair was loose from her pins and in her deep crimson gown, her skin practically glowed. She looked more beautiful than she ever had before, and that was saying something. He reached for her hand.

      “You did not leave my side?” He asked.

      She shook her head. “I could not. I was too worried I might lose you.”

      “I would not leave you, Arielle. Ever,” he said, squeezing her hand.

      “Wes?”

      “Yes, dear?” he asked, feeling especially tender toward his wife.

      “I must tell you something that cannot wait.”

      “You may tell me anything.”

      “I am with child . . . and I love you.”

      Wes stared at her after her two astounding revelations. He did not know which shocked him more, but he was certain both warmed his heart equally.

      He lifted her hand to his lips. “I love you, too, my sweet Arielle, and I cannot wait for our little one to arrive.”

      Her eyes grew wide. “You love me?”

      “Yes, I am hopelessly in love with you, though I did my best to pretend otherwise, and for that, I am truly sorry. I went looking for you the other morning, thinking you perhaps went to the forest to ride. I wanted to tell you of my love for you, and apologize for any pain I may have caused you. I knew your tears were not from a nightmare that night. I knew they were caused by my coldness, and I couldn’t bear to hurt you a moment longer.”

      “Oh, Wes, I am so sorry that you were hurt searching for me. I specifically rode in the west pastures because I knew how much it upset you when I rode in the forest,” she explained, scooting closer to him.

      Wes chuckled. “From now on, we stick by one another’s side whenever possible. This bed seems plenty big enough for two people, don’t you think?”

      “I think so,” she laughed, kissing her husband soundly as joy bubbled inside of her soul.

      

      
        THE END

      

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Book IV

          

          

      

    

    







            The Secretive Duchess

          

        

      

    

    
      
      

      
        Chapter One

      

      

      May, 1825

      Eastleigh

      Hampshire, England

      

      Mrs. Jane Parker immensely enjoyed her afternoon walks along the border of Heatherly, the grand estate house a short distance from her own humble cottage. The particular path she chose to tread daily was most picturesque, with bowers of blossoming cherry trees, wisteria-covered fences and wild daffodils springing from the ground.

      She closed her eyes and inhaled, breathing in the sweet scent of spring in the air, and for a moment, she was at peace and happy. But then, she would open her eyes, and though her feet stepped along the most beautiful of paths, her heart ached and her mind was troubled. Truly, she should not be seen out of her house. She had slipped out, unnoticed by her only housemaid, Clara, as she was supposed to be resting. Perhaps, Clara knew that she was using her daily rest time to slip out and take walks in the fresh air, but if she did, she had chosen not to speak of it. As her home was situated a good stretch away from the village, she could slip out and walk the paths near Heatherly without prying eyes being none the wiser.

      She sighed sadly as the breeze picked up, causing her black bombazine gown and crepe shawl to flutter bleakly. Though she’d fretted when her Charles had marched away with his company, looking far too dashing in his crimson coat, she’d never truly believed she’d have ended up a widow after being married barely two months. She was only nineteen, and now she wore the staid, unflattering dress of a widow. Charles would have frowned in distaste if he had seen her in such dreadful garb. A tear slipped from her eye as she remembered all over again that Charles would never see her again.

      Nearly three months had passed since his death, one month longer than their marriage, and she had yet to grow accustomed to her new role in life. The days slid along painstakingly, since she had little to occupy her time. As a widow, she was expected to be in deep mourning for a year and a day, dressing in black and keeping to herself, which was why her elicit walks had quickly become her only lifeline to the outside world and her sanity, as well.

      Lost in her thoughts, she did not hear the approaching beat of horse hooves. She stopped to pick a small bouquet of daffodils, thinking their bright yellow petals might bring a bit of cheer to her solemn, lonely cottage. A horse’s whinny broke the stillness as she knelt and her hand froze in place as it clutched the daffodil’s stem. Glancing up, she watched as a handsome stranger dismounted from his dappled horse and tied the reins to the fence.

      She slowly rose, taking in his presence. He was clearly of distinguished nobility, as he was dressed in a fine coat with brass buttons and buckskin breeches, his Hessians polished to a high sheen. Beneath his hat, his dark hair curled about his neck, and the strong line of his jaw was offset by his full lips, which, as he smiled, revealed a perfect set of straight, white teeth.

      Jane curtseyed, casting her eyes to the ground.

      “Madam,” he said, his deep voice smooth as he bowed.

      “I am known as Mrs. Parker, sir,” she replied politely.

      “Henry Pendleton, at your service,” he said in turn. She swallowed.

      “As in the Pendletons of Heatherly?” She squeaked.

      “One and the same,” he said with a smile.

      “I apologize if I have caused you any inconvenience with my presence. I was only out for a short walk to enjoy the fresh air, but I am returning now to my cottage,” she said hurriedly.

      “No, no not all, Mrs. Parker. Please, enjoy your walk. I saw you in the distance, quite alone, and only wanted to inquire if you were in need of assistance,” he explained.

      “That is quite kind of you, sir. I ask only that you say nothing of my presence here,” she told him.

      “As you wish. However, one must ask . . . why are you out here so far from the roads all alone?”

      She sighed and figured it would hurt no less to be perfectly honest. “I am in deep mourning. I should not be out at all, but I cannot stand the confines of my cottage for days and days upon end.”

      “I am sorry for your loss, but I do understand needing to get out a bit. I suppose you have little in the way of conversation and social stimulation.”

      “My maid, Clara, is my only companion. Seeing as I was only married for two, brief months, and though I cared greatly for Charles, we hardly knew each other, and this widowhood has become most trying for me,” she confided.

      “Might I walk with you a bit? I shall keep you company and it will be our little secret,” he said with a friendly smile. She smiled at him in return.

      “That would be quite lovely,” she admitted, taking his offered arm as they strolled along.

      “Your husband, God rest his soul, what happened, if I might ask?”

      “Charles left with his infantry regime barely a month after our wedding day. It was the last time I saw him. He caught a case of influenza in his encampment and passed away within a week of taking to his bed,” she recounted sadly.

      “How terrible. I offer my deepest condolences.”

      “I have been widowed now three months—a month longer than the entirety of my marriage.” She abruptly changed the subject, tiring of her lament when nothing could truly be done. “You know, it is quite inappropriate for me to be talking, much less walking, with you right now.”

      “Ahh, but I’ve never been one to care much for societal rules,” he said, leaning in close to confide to her.

      “Truly? Neither have I,” she admitted with the same conspiratorial tone. “Hence, my daily walks whilst my faint heart should be resting indoors. I do believe Clara knows what I am about, but keeps the knowledge to herself as she knows I might very well go stir crazy being confined. I do respect the memory of my Charles, but he would hate to see me like this, I know.”

      “I like how freely you speak, Mrs. Parker.”

      “And I you, Lord Pendleton.”

      “Perhaps I might accompany you again tomorrow?” He ventured.

      Jane paused, and turned to look up at him, nodding resolutely. “Yes, I think that should be lovely,” she told him, “though no one must know of our keeping company. I should not like my reputation in tatters, despite my lack of care for nonsensical rules, I still must appear to follow them.”

      Henry chuckled. “As you wish.”

      “I must return home now before I am missed,” she said reluctantly as she let go of his arm. She offered up a curtsey before turning to head back toward her cottage. “Thank you, Mr. Pendleton. I quite enjoyed our conversation this afternoon,” she stopped and said, before continuing on once more.

      “You are most welcome, Mrs. Parker,” he called out and bowed gallantly when she turned to acknowledge him.

      Jane hurried home, not looking back again for fear she would return to her new handsome friend and spend the rest of the day walking by his side. That simply wouldn’t do. What she’d done so far was scandalous enough.

      When she arrived at the small stone house with its bright red door, surrounded by a well-tended garden patch and flowering rose bushes, she slipped around to the back and through the window she’d left open in her locked bedroom. Everything was just as she left it.

      Quickly shedding her pelisse and bonnet, she loosened the ribbon tie at her waist and sank into the armchair by the now cooled grate of the fireplace. Picking up the book of poems she’d been reading earlier, she settled in to unwind from her brisk walk before venturing from the privacy of her room to make her presence known to Clara.

      Despite numerous attempts to read the flowery words that tended to stir her heart with a wealth of emotion, her betraying thoughts continued to sneak back to the country lane she’d left and the distinguished gentleman she’d met there by happenstance.

      Sitting the book back on the table by her side, she rose and unlocked the bedchamber’s door. She crept softly down the hall to the parlor and took a seat on the settee, ringing the bell for Clara.

      “Yes, Mrs. Parker?” Clara asked, appearing in the parlor’s door almost instantly.

      “I am ready for afternoon tea,” Jane told her. The young woman nodded and curtseyed before hurrying away to prepare the tea.

      Jane stared listlessly out the window as she waited. Her life had become stalled, frozen in time. Other than her elicit walks, she spent her time reading, embroidering and moving from room to room just to break up the monotony of her day. No one visited her, out of respect for her mourning, and she hardly knew anyone in the village as it was. She and Charles had moved to the cottage two days journey from Manchester, where she’d been raised, as it was closer to his regiment’s outpost, and the Pendleton family were known to be generous, kind landlords, especially suited for officers in the army.

      But now, she was here in their lovely little cottage all alone. His pension and income left to her were enough to cover the expenses of the cottage, but little else. She would need to find some sort of work once her period of mourning was over.

      “Here you are, madam. A small pitcher of cream and two sugar cubes for your tea, just like you like, and a plate of lemon cakes for you, as well,” Clara announced as she bustled in with the tea, placing it on the table.

      “Thank you, Clara, but my gown is growing tighter by the day. I believe I have been enjoying your cakes a wee bit too much as of late,” Jane told Clara as she prepared her tea.

      “Will you be needing me for anything else, madam?” Clara asked as she stood by the wall.

      “No, thank you. Take your leisure until supper time,” Jane replied, sipping at the steaming cup of tea, thoughts of tomorrow’s walk the only matter occupying her mind.

      
      

      
        Chapter Two

      

      Jane rose from her bed, the sky outside her window still dark gray, and scrambled to the chamber pot, retching violently. After depositing all of the contents in her stomach. She slumped to the ground, weak and nauseous. She’d never been so ill in all of her life.

      Groaning, she slunk back into bed, her head heavy against the pillow. She worried that she would vomit again, but the sickening feeling slowly dissipated and she fell back asleep, waking at last when the sun was shining brightly outdoors.

      “Clara?” She called out when she finally rose.

      “Yes, madam?” Clara inquired, appearing in the doorway of her room.

      “I cannot believe I slept so late—why, it has to nearly be noon!” Jane cried, peering out the window.

      “Not quite. Would you like me to help you dress, and then see about getting you some breakfast?” Clara asked.

      “Yes, please,” Jane replied, still puzzled by her short, strange bout of sickness and the overwhelming fatigue still coursing through her. “I believe I shall take it easy today. I am not feeling all that well.” She prayed silently that she would feel well enough to still slip away for a clandestine stroll soon after lunch.

      Clara helped her dress in a black crepe gown and styled her hair, though for all intents and purpose, she had nowhere to go or visit, nor would anyone come to call upon her. After dressing, she went to sit at the dining table alone, and Clara brought her a plate of poached eggs and slices of melon along with a cup of strong tea. Famished, the food disappeared from her plate much faster than usual. She usually tended to draw out her mealtimes, as they were part of the few distractions she could amuse herself with daily.

      After eating, she rose and settled in the small parlor, picking up a piece of embroidery she’d been working on for quite some time. Looking out the window, she sighed wistfully. It was hard to believe she had at least another nine months of this staid, lonely life. At least, she had her afternoon strolls to brighten her day—especially now that she had company planning to attend her on her walk.

      When the clock at last struck three, she bolted from her seat. “I shall retire to my room now for my afternoon respite,” she announced, her voice clear and loud, so that Clara heard her from wherever she was in the small cottage.

      Heading to her room, she slipped inside and locked the door behind her. Glancing about the neat and tidy room, she moved her novel to the small table, stoked the fire in the grate. She shrugged into her pelisse, buttoning up the black silk before donning her bonnet and tying the black satin ribbons beneath her chin. Easing up the window sash, she none too gracefully lifted a leg and climbed out, landing gingerly against the back wall of the cottage. Glancing around to make sure Clara wasn’t about, she dashed into the cluster of woods behind the house, praying, as she did every day, that no one saw her escape.

      When she burst through the grove and into the picturesque lane, to her surprise, Lord Pendleton was already there, waiting for her to arrive.

      “Good afternoon, Mrs. Parker,” he greeted, bowing low as he walked toward her from where he stood by his horse, which he had tied to the fence and the animal was happily grazing at the tall, sweet grasses poking through the wooden posts.

      “Likewise, Lord Pendleton,” she curtseyed, suddenly turning shy. Unlike their chance meeting the day before, today’s exercise had been planned, and she found herself unsure of what to say or do.

      “Shall we?” He grinned at her and offered her his arm.

      “Yes, please,” she smiled back at him as she hooked her arm lightly through his.

      “I trust your day has been pleasant?” He asked.

      “As pleasant as can be managed for someone in my position.”

      “Your position?” He asked, his eyebrow raised.

      “As a widow, I am allowed to do little. But once my time of deep mourning is over, I suppose I shall find work in the village, or perhaps as a governess,” she mused.

      “That simply won’t do,” he replied.

      She glanced up at him in confusion.

      “Such a lovely beauty as yourself should not have to work her fingers to the bone to survive.”

      “Thankfully, I have sufficient income to afford my home, but after my year of imposed isolation, I will have to earn something of a living and make myself useful,” she explained.

      “Have you considered marrying again?”

      Her cheeks flushed at his forthright question. “I have considered it, but the market for acceptable husbands for impoverished widows is rather marginal.”

      Laughter rumbled in his chest.

      “I cannot imagine what you could possibly find humorous regarding my circumstances,” she remarked.

      “Mrs. Parker, you are young yet, and quite fetching. I think it preposterous that you should lump yourself into the category of typical widows.”

      “Most eligible bachelors do not wish for previously married brides or those with little to line their pockets. That is most common knowledge, and fortunately, I do not have to remarry, given my circumstances, though it would certainly ease my worries.”

      “Perhaps, you shall find love, Mrs. Parker. At the tender age of . . . I can’t imagine more than nineteen or twenty, you are young yet and the possibility is there.”

      She gazed at her gloved hand resting on his sleeve. “Yes, I suppose it is. I shall simply have to hope for such a wondrous thing.”

      “Yes, you shall.”

      “And what of you? Are you not of the Pendletons of Pelham House? Surely, bevies of girls adorned with ribbons and roses throw themselves into your path, vying for your attentions and the ultimate prize of becoming your bride?”

      He sighed. “Unfortunately, you speak the truth, though I wish it weren’t so. I feel as though the balls and parties are excuses for mothers and fathers to parade their wares before me, hoping I’ll select one and purchase. The whole business is rather cold and I despise it. Were I to take a turn about the gardens with any number of them, surely they would rattle on about their merits as a potential wife or on and on nonsensically about my esteemed relations.”

      “You do not know for sure. They could not all be as you say. Surely, there is a rose among the thorns,” she countered.

      “I do believe you are right, Mrs. Parker, as the rose is before me now.”

      Her cheeks bloomed pink and she turned away, eyeing the fields of lavender as they walked. “You are too kind, sir.”

      “I only speak the truth,” he told her, stopping as they neared the edge of the forest.

      “The truth can be dangerous,” she replied, her heart thudding in her chest.

      “I know the hour is beginning to grow late. May I accompany you on your stroll again tomorrow?” He asked.

      She nodded, smiling. “Yes, I should like that very much.”

      When they parted ways, he placed a lingering kiss on her wrist and the entire, short walk back to her cottage, it felt as though she walked on clouds, instead of rocks, brush and fallen branches.

      
      

      
        Chapter Three

      

      Her walks with Lord Pendleton continued for a fortnight. Each day, he would be waiting for her, leaving her to wonder what time he arrived at the country lane in hopes that she would be there. She strived to slip from the cottage each day at half past three, but occasionally Clara would offer her company, or tea and biscuits, and she couldn’t very well refuse. Also, on Sundays, they did not meet, as it was expected of him to attend services in the village and a late lunch with his mother and father.

      She hummed as she worked on her embroidery, sang when she tended her small herb garden. A sprout of hope had begun to grow in her heart, and though she knew not where it would lead, she thought of him constantly, knowing her feelings were growing more amorous with every afternoon that they shared together.

      However, once two weeks had passed since meeting Lord Pendleton and she was waking again to another bout of sickness, she slumped against the floor. Though she had little experience as a wife, her suspicions had grown as of late, and were now fully confirmed that she was with child. The sickness, the missing courses, the slight curve of her stomach—there were reasons enough to support her concern.

      In the first couple of months of widowhood, she’d been too shocked at her new position in life that she hadn’t noticed the subtle changes to her body, but now, according to her calculations, she must be close to approaching her fourth month, and the changes were evident, though hidden beneath swaths of heavy black fabric.

      What was she to do? Her mind immediately traveled to thoughts of her afternoon strolls and the handsome gentleman that accompanied her. She couldn’t very well tell him that she was with child. That simply couldn’t be done. But she also couldn’t encourage him in his gentle pursuit of her. Her heart sank. She cared greatly for him and the thought of discouraging him did not sit well.

      Later that day as she rushed to meet him, he closed the distance as soon as his eyes clapped on her, taking both of her hands in his.

      “I’ve missed you greatly, Mrs. Parker,” he said, kissing each of her hands.

      “And I you, my dear Lord Pendleton.”

      “Please, call me, Henry. No one is about to hear otherwise,” he told her.

      “Then you may call me Jane,” she replied in turn before realizing her folly.

      “Jane,” he whispered softly.

      She cleared her throat and turned away from him to begin walking. “It certainly is warm today,” she remarked as he scurried to fall in line beside her.

      “That it is. How I should like to invite you to Heatherly for a glass of punch. Cook makes a delightfully tart and sweet batch each day of the summer.”

      Jane sighed. “That would be quite nice, though we know it isn’t a possibility.”

      “Let’s not think on such matters,” Henry replied, linking her arm about his.

      “But such matters must be considered. We cannot exist in this country lane forever,” she ventured.

      “And that I know. Jane, I must tell you how very much you mean to me,” he began.

      “Look, Henry! A turtle!” She cried to distract him. The small tortoiseshell stood out in the midst of the worn path. Henry reached down and picked it up, sitting the animal in the thicker grasses to protect it from predators.

      “As I was saying, sweet Jane, I think you know that my feelings for you are most sincere,” he continued on, taking the brief distraction in stride.

      “As mine are for you,” she admitted, “but it does not change anything, Henry. I am a widow. I cannot even retreat from my deep mourning for several more months, and after that it shall still be quite some time before I may accept callers or requests for courtship.”

      “You are worth the wait to me,” he replied simply.

      She sighed. How could she discourage him, this man that cared for her so easily?

      “Let’s speak more of this on the morrow,” he said, taking her hand and placing a tender kiss on her wrist. At his outright words and displays of affection, she grew overwhelmed and her heart fluttered. She grabbed onto his arm to steady herself as a wave of dizziness overtook her.

      “Are you alright?” He asked, taking firm hold of her waist, his voice riddled with concern.

      She nodded as she tried to right herself in his arms. “Yes, yes, just a bit dizzy, that is all.”

      “Then I shall accompany you home. I do not wish you to faint in the woods all alone.”

      “You cannot accompany me to my cottage!” She cried.

      “I shall walk with you through the woods and ensure that you make it safely indoors. I shall be discreet, I assure you.”

      Gazing up at his determined face, she sighed. “Very well, I know I cannot persuade you otherwise.”

      “That you cannot.”

      She laughed softly, in spite of herself and her circumstances. A wonderful man loved her, and that was reason enough to make her heart sing, even if the song would certainly be short.

      

      
        Chapter Four

      

      “Henry, dear! I did not expect to see you home before dinner,” his mother exclaimed when she saw him standing in the doorway of Heatherly’s grand drawing room, windblown, dashing and full of vigour, as always.

      “My afternoon ride was cut short,” he explained absently, crossing the room to survey the vast Heatherly lands from the large windows flanking the south wall.

      “Oh?” His mother prompted with interest, looking up from her sewing.

      “Nothing is the matter, Mother.”

      “I was just wondering if you’d thought more about what we discussed with your father the other evening at dinner.”

      “I have, and I still do not wish to marry Vizconde Amejo’s daughter. I have never even met her, nor do I care to do so.”

      “Very well, Henry, she may be a stranger to you, but Isabel Amejo is widely known for her beauty and lively spirit. I believe she would be a good match for you, and aligning yourself with the Spanish dignitary’s daughter would only prove to be beneficial.”

      “Mother, I wish not to marry to improve trade.”

      “That would only be one benefit. Having a companionable wife and children being other more important benefits. You seem so very against the idea for reasons you’ve yet to express. Have you perhaps selected a potential bride whom I do not know?”

      Henry paused. “No, Mother, I have not,” he lied. “I am in no hurry to wed.” He had, however, decided who he would marry, and he had a feeling his sweet, though traditional, mother certainly may very well not approve. He was not yet prepared to have this discussion with her. He hoped to delay any such conversations until Jane was out of deep mourning . . . which was several months away.

      “I know that we’ve no true need to hurry, but I would still like to see you settled down and happy, Henry. Very much.”

      “I am quite content and happy, Mother. Now, if you will please excuse me, I believe I shall retire to the library to read quietly until the dinner hour.”

      “Of course, dear. Exercising the mind is just as important as exercising the body,” she encouraged, taking up her sewing once more. “I shall see you at dinner then. Cook is making her specialty—roasted lamb, which I know is your favorite.”
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* * *

      That very evening, Jane sat alone at her supper table, absentmindedly stirring a bowl of chicken stew. Far too much was on her mind. She sighed heavily. Never had she ever imagined finding love at this stage in her life and the predicaments such a wonderful thing could produce. As a new widow, an affair of the heart was not something for which she had been seeking—especially since she now found herself so very much in love. She’d cared deeply, of course, for her husband, Charles, but he’d never evoked the feelings that Henry created within her. Henry made her laugh and smile, but also sigh and gaze at him with a longing she’d never experienced before.

      But the life growing inside of her was most unexpected, and she could not begin to fathom how Henry would feel about it. Upon discovering her secret, he would most likely end their clandestine courtship. What man would consider marrying a woman carrying another man’s baby inside of her? She would not be able to blame him if he no longer wanted to see her.

      A tear escaped her eye, plopping onto her hand, frozen in place as her fingers still tightly clenched the silver spoon. She had yet to fully fathom that she faced the greatest challenge of her life while experiencing the most beautiful love she could have ever hoped to have. How could life be so blissfully wonderful and cruelly unfair at the same time?

      Her hand drifted to her waist. The baby growing inside of her wasn’t to blame for her predicament. It was an innocent little one that she would love whole-heartedly, no matter what life threw their way. She would learn to be content in this little cottage, her newborn and Clara the only companions she would probably ever entertain.

      Henry. Dashing Henry. She sighed. The life they could have shared would’ve been glorious if all could have unfolded properly. She’d met her perfect match in him, but so it went that it simply wasn’t going to be, and there was nothing she could do to change her path. She hung her head. A path that wouldn’t include her newfound love, most unfortunately.

      
      

      
        Chapter Five

      

      “Madam, a gentleman is here to see you,” Clara, a strange look on her face, announced when she found Jane reading quietly in her room. Jane’s eyes grew wide.

      “Who is it, Clara?” Jane asked, though she knew quite well who it was.

      “Lord Henry Pendleton, of Heatherly, and though I told him you were not accepting callers, he was quite insistent that he must see you.”

      “Tell him I will be along in just a moment. I must see to my toilette,” Jane said, rising and smoothing the wrinkles from her gown. Clara turned and left the room, though she appeared quite flustered at the events taking place. Jane pinched her cheek, dabbed a bit of rose water on her neck and wrists and made sure no pins in her hair had gone too far astray before making her way to the small front parlor.

      A pensive Henry sat on a settee, his eyes lighting up when he first saw her.

      “Lord Pendleton, what is the nature of this visit?” She asked formally for Clara’s benefit. Henry glanced at Clara, situated by the wall as a chaperone of sorts.

      “Might we have a bit of tea?” He asked her warmly.

      “Of course, sir. Clara?” She gestured for the younger girl to fetch them afternoon tea.

      “You did not appear for our walk this afternoon and I grew rather worried,” he said in a voice barely above a whisper.

      “I-I could not get away,” she lied.

      “Is something the matter?” He asked.

      “No, nothing is wrong. I just worry of how people will talk were they to stumble upon us.”

      “You said before that you did not care all that much for people’s opinions.”

      “Yes, but I do care of their opinion of you. I should think it would go bad for you to be seen consorting with a lonely, young widow in the woods.”

      “No one shall see us. That particular stretch is too far out of the way for anyone to pay mind or for them to happen upon us.”

      “You happened upon me in that very place, Henry.”

      “Yes, but I am the only one at Heatherly that rides out that far to the east. Mother and Father stick to the west side of the estate with its meadows and picturesque lake.”

      Clara returned then with the tea tray, complete with almond biscuits. She served tea and retreated stealthily from the parlor.

      “I am so glad I still was able to see your lovely face today, Jane. All day yesterday at church and meals, I could think of nothing but you.”

      “And I, you,” she admitted softly, taking a sip of the hot tea, “but you cannot visit me here. Clara is a wonderful girl, but she might possibly say something to her family in the village, or other servants at the market—I do not wish to be in the midst of scandal, and I would guess you would not want that either—for your family’s sake.”

      “I care not for others’ idle talk.”

      Jane placed her tea on the table, and her hands dropped into her lap, subconsciously covering the one thing sure to destroy their delicate arrangement. “Perhaps, we should take a bit of care, dear Henry,” she said softly, her eyes falling to the floor.

      “What is the matter, Jane? You seem a bit peckish.”

      “I am quite well, I assure you, and if the weather is fine, I will meet you tomorrow in the same place as always,” she told him.

      “Good,” he said smiling. “I want to hold your hand, perhaps sneak a kiss. I cannot do such things here.”

      Her cheeks flamed red. “Henry!” She admonished, though her voice was hardly audible.

      He rose, as did she. Taking her hand in his, he placed a kiss on her open palm, lingering longer than propriety allowed.

      “Until tomorrow, then,” he murmured, yet to let go of her hand.

      She nodded. “Yes, until tomorrow,” she breathed, the words catching in her throat. He was too near to her for her own comfort.

      

      The next morning, as Clara helped her dress for the day, the servant girl remarked, “Madam, your dresses have grown a bit snug. Would you like me to let them out a little?”

      Jane bit her lip, but nodded. “Yes, Clara. Please do so.”

      Clara said nothing else as she took a few measurements, but Jane suspected that the girl had an idea of her condition. In their close quarters, it would have been impossible not to suspect something was amiss. She only hoped at Clara’s young age that the girl would execute discretion.

      When it was time for her afternoon walk, she did not slip from the bedroom window as she usually did. She had to take a care for herself and her unborn child after all. She walked through the house, stopping to speak briefly with her maid before leaving.

      “I have been in this house, closed in for months. The weather is so fine—I am going for a bit of an afternoon stroll. I shall be back directly,” Jane said before ducking out the door. She didn’t want to give Clara a chance to protest.

      As always, when Henry saw her approaching, his eyes lit up with enthusiasm and he hurried to close the distance between them. He took her hands in his.

      “How I’ve missed you!” He exclaimed.

      “And I, you, though it has been but a day,” she said, her face breaking out into a grin. He hooked her arm through his and began to walk down their usual path.

      “Henry, I must ask you, are we to meet every day like this until my mourning period is over?”

      He appeared thoughtful and did not answer for a moment. “I should like to start calling on you properly before that time. Maybe even write you letters? I know nothing can be done for a while longer, but must it truly be an entire year? I care not that you are a widow, or of your station.”

      “I fear that your family will care.”

      “Though they can be somewhat traditional, my parents understand love, unlike many of their peers. They met and fell in love rather quickly—it was not an arranged match. Actually, my mother had been betrothed to my uncle, the Earl of Winchester.”

      Jane’s mouth widened in surprise. “Oh my, that is rather scandalous,” she admitted.

      “You see? I believe they will be quite understanding when the matter of our intent to marry comes to light.”

      Jane froze. “Our intent to marry?”

      “You do know that I plan to marry you, Jane, do you not?”

      “We’ve never spoken of such things before.”

      Henry turned to face her, holding her petite hands in his large, masculine ones.

      “Jane, I love you so very much. How could you not know that I wish for you to be my wife? Will you please marry me?” His eyes bore into her own, shining with a hopeful adoration that tore her apart. Tears welled, threatening to fall, but she couldn’t bear telling him no other answer than the one her heart screamed.

      “I would love to marry you, Henry,” she whispered, her voice breaking.

      He scooped her into his arms and kissed her soundly as he whirled her about, the scent of summer blossoms blowing in the breeze. The sun warmed her skin, but not nearly as much as her beloved warmed her, heart and soul.

      

      
        Chapter Six

      

      “Mother, you wanted to see me?” Henry asked, entering his mother’s personal sitting room the next day. She rose from her seat, wringing her hands, the wrinkle on her forehead prominent thanks to the pinched expression she wore.

      “Yes, Henry, Please, sit down,” she gestured to the seat across from her before ringing the bell for tea.

      “What is the matter? You seem most vexed,” he observed as they sat facing one another, his mother still wearing a worrisome look.

      “Henry, there has been talk among the servants, which means there will be talk among the townspeople.”

      “I cannot seem to follow you.”

      “Mrs. Bailey, with much concern, voiced the latest gossip she overheard the scullery maids sharing, which came from the village. It seems you have been seen with a certain lovely widow?”

      The color drained from Henry’s face, but he remained silent.

      “Your silence is the only answer I need, son. How could you do such a thing? Children before wedlock is not right in my eyes nor the eyes of God.”

      “Children?” Henry asked, his eyes wide. He chose his words carefully. “You must be mistaken, Mother.”

      “The servants talk, dear. You have been taken with a Mrs. Parker, I believe? And she is with child.”

      “I will not believe such a thing of Jane. Our relationship is chaste, I swear it!” Still in shock, Henry sank into a leather chair. He could not comprehend what he had just been told.

      “I believe you, son, and I am very sorry that you are hurt, Henry, but she wasn’t an appropriate match for you anyway. She’s been married before! However, my correspondence with the lovely Isabel Amejo has been going along quite splendidly, and I do believe she shall be coming for a visit soon,” his mother rattled on, but he didn’t hear her.

      “Excuse me, Mother. I have matters to attend,” he said abruptly, shooting up from his seat and leaving the room without another glance at his mother. His feet carried him to the stables, where he mounted his horse and a driving force led him to the cottage of a particular widow.

      Only two miles away, the ride took no time at all. Spying the cheerful cottage, the gardens neatly tended, the rose bushes flowering dreamily in the afternoon sun, he rode up to the fence, dismounted and tied his horse to the post, even as his mind could not settle upon a single thought.

      Upon arriving, he wasn’t even sure what he would say, only that he had to know what was truth and what was not. How could such rumors have found any ground on which to stand? He knew his Jane—she felt such guilt about their innocent meetings—there was no way she could be . . .

      Henry walked purposefully through the small front gate and up the cobblestoned walk. He wrapped the front door knocker twice in rapid succession, and almost immediately, the young maid, Clara, appeared. She curtseyed briefly.

      “Is Mrs. Parker at home?” He inquired, knowing full well that she was.

      “Yes, milord, but she is not to be called upon in her state,” Clara advised politely.

      “Please, let her know that Mr. Pendleton would like to speak with her upon a matter that is of utmost importance. I will wait here while you do so,” he replied stiff, but firm. He wasn’t leaving her cottage without answers.

      The maid looked doubtful, but turned about and did as she was told. A few minutes later, she returned, a sour expression on her face. “Mrs. Parker will see you in the parlor,” she said formally before allowing him passage through the doorway.

      Henry strode down the short hall and into the parlor, where Jane stood waiting, a worry line marring her soft face. “Jane?” He questioned when he stepped inside the room.

      “Oh, Henry!” She cried tearfully, running to him and throwing herself into his arms. As she sobbed, he moved to put his arms around her, only wanting to provide her the much needed comfort she needed in that moment. But as he pulled her close, the fullness of her waist met him before the rest of her did.

      Aghast, he froze. “It is true then? You are with child!” He exclaimed before moving away from her. He could not believe what he had just discovered for himself. Nothing made sense. Without a second thought, he stormed out of the house, mounted his horse and took off at lightning speed. Where he was going, he did not know, only that it would be far away from the pain he had just seen in her eyes.

      
      

      
        Chapter Seven

      

      Jane crumpled to the parlor floor, defeated. She’d known this day would come. Her secret was a secret that could not be kept forever. What she had not been prepared for was the look of disgust in her beloved’s eyes when he realized the truth. What could have possibly made him look that way?

      She had been married, though it was but for a short time, so the chance of becoming a mother was slim but not impossible. Tears welled in her eyes. Why had she even allowed a sliver of hope that he would be okay marrying a woman carrying another man’s child? She’d believed him good and wonderful—that was why.

      “Serves you right.”

      Jane’s head shot up from where she lay in a crumpled heap. She turned to stare quizzically at Clara, who stood smugly in the doorway. “Whatever do you mean, Clara?”

      “’Tis a befitting ending for a harlot such as yourself, not even waiting the proper amount of time before wheedling into a Pendleton’s bed. And now the good lord and master doesn’t want a pregnant mistress. Serves you right, besmirching your husband’s name, who died a right and honorable death for his country.” Her words were bitter and ice cold.

      Jane rose to her feet. “Clara, I am not sure what right you believe yourself to have to speak to your employer in such a way, but just so you know, I would never dishonor my husband. Though it is none of your business, my relationship with Lord Pendleton was in no way such as you described.” Her hands shook as righteous indignation coursed through her veins.

      Clara laughed mockingly. “The entire village can talk of nothing but Henry Pendleton being the father of the baby the young widowed Mrs. Parker is carrying beneath her widow’s garb. Did you think yourself to be so clever that no one would ever see you two meeting in the woods?”

      Jane was speechless. “The baby I carry was conceived in wedlock. The father is dead, God rest his soul!” She finally cried, storming from the parlor. She pushed past Clara. “You, young lady, are dismissed. I am no longer in need of your services,” she seethed.

      Running to her bedroom, she shut and locked the door before throwing herself onto the bed. What was she to do? This was worse than she ever imagined in her wildest dreams to be possible. Not only was her secret out, but the baby was believed to be conceived while she played mistress to Henry! Nothing could be further from the truth.

      But now, Henry’s shock, his expression, made a little more sense. He had caught wind of the rumors. How could he think her capable of such indecency? She needed him to know the truth, but figuring out a way to explain her situation would not be easy. She had no one, and seemingly all eyes in the village were upon her.

      Several hours later, Jane awoke in her pitch black bedroom, still dressed and atop the bedlinens. Her eyes stung from crying herself to sleep and her head pounded. She drug herself off of the bed and stumbled through the house to light a taper from the coals simmering in the kitchen’s hearth.

      Once she had a wee bit of light, she set about pouring herself a cup of water to ease her parched throat. Though she’d only had a single servant, she now felt how very alone she was in the still, darkened cottage, and she did not like it whatsoever. As soon as the sun rose, she would certainly see about hiring a new maid. Hopefully, some poor soul would be desperate enough for work that they would not turn down a position because of her sullied reputation.

      Fumbling about in the kitchen, she found a bit of cheese and a hard roll to sate her hunger. Even in the throes of sorrow, her stomach had still rumbled. Perhaps, it was the baby within her that made her famished despite her circumstances. As she stood in the shadows of the kitchen eating her late supper, her heart sank. How had she gotten to such a dark place?

      First, the death of her husband of mere months, the stifling months of widowhood, the impending birth of her child and subsequent certainty of raising a child all alone, falling in love with Henry only to have her heart broken—pain had decided to become her constant companion as of late, and the end appeared to be nowhere in sight.

      Wiping her mouth with a linen napkin, she begrudgingly trudged back to her bedchamber, taper in hand. Shrugging out of her gown, which was no easy feat to manage on her own, she slipped on a nightgown and sat the candle on her bedside table before sliding between the sheets. Sleep did not come easy to her that night. Instead, she spent most of the night tossing and turning, until restlessly rising just before dawn.
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* * *

      Henry couldn’t sleep. Throughout the long night, his mind was flooded with thoughts of Jane. How could she have played him for a fool? He felt so betrayed—he’d never once doubted Jane’s true feelings for him. Until now. How could she have done this to him? Who was her secret lover?

      His mother had been waiting to speak to him when he had returned late yesterday afternoon, but he had went straight to his bedchamber, refusing her admittance. His father, away with Uncle Wes in London on family business, would have barged right in, intent on determining the heart of the matter, but his mother somewhat respected his privacy regarding personal affairs.

      As the sun rose, he shrugged into his dressing gown. He couldn’t avoid his mother forever. His eyes widened and he rushed to his wardrobe, hurrying to change in a shirt and buckskin breeches. Melanie Pendleton wasn’t known to rise early. He could sneak from the mains and be on his horse and in the far pastures before she stirred from her bed.

      Henry loved his mother. Very much. But when it came to matters of his heart and future marriage, the normally sweet-tempered, graceful woman was awfully opinionated. Though her concerns for matters regarding Jane came from a truly genuine place that only wanted to protect him, Henry knew that she would not be pleased with his choice of future bride, impending birth of a child or not.

      Once he was dressed and had seen to his ablutions, Henry tiptoed down the grand staircase, slipped through the back of the house nearest to the kitchen, but not before grabbing an apple and one of Cook’s scones fresh from the oven, and headed for the stables.

      He wasn’t sure where he would go or how he would spend his day—his only requirement being that it not be at Heatherly, nor in the village. Too much gossip about he and Jane was being spread, and he had no desire to hear more of it, nor would he welcome curious stares. Never before had he been in the middle of such a muck.

      As he rode into the forest, he considered spending the day fishing in a lake he’d discovered on one of his rides, or perhaps he could ride east through the Hampshire countryside until he reached his Uncle Wes’ grand estate, Pelham House. Though his uncle, the earl of Winchester, was away in London with his own father for the next fortnight, perhaps his cousins would be there to entertain him. They were all of a good sort.

      However, he promptly decided against a visit to see his relatives. His female cousins would know something was wrong and spend far too much time and energy trying to wheedle his concerns out of him. He had enough of that at home, truly he did.

      After weighing his options, Henry spent most of the morning wandering about the wooded forests near his home, his thoughts his only companion. With much on his mind, he welcomed the quiet woodlands, only an occasional bird’s song to break the silence. By noon, he had subconsciously meandered to a very familiar country lane. A particular stretch that he had once looked forward to visiting nearly every day. He sighed sadly, knowing those days were over.

      Needing to rest his horse anyway, he dismounted and tied the beast to a tree where he could easily reach and graze among the sweet grasses growing in abundance along the fence. Resting his arms on the whitewashed posts closing in Heatherly’s land, he gazed absentmindedly into the fields full of lavender flowers. A memory of picking a bouquet of those very flowers just three days ago with Jane popped unbidden into his mind.

      Pushing away from the fence in anger, he started to turn, but that’s when a flash of blue caught his eye. A folded paper with his name in delicate scrawl written across the front, was tied to the fence post with a bright blue satin ribbon, near to where he and Jane met for their daily walks. He took two steps and retrieved the missive, intrigued. Quickly breaking the seal, he unfolded the letter and began to read.

      

      
        
        My Dearest Henry,

        I beg you—please read this letter in its entirety so that you may know the events surrounding my unfortunate circumstance. First and foremost, I am so very sorry for keeping my delicate condition a secret, but I did not know how to break the news to you. I love you so very much, and I knew you would leave me, just as you did, once you knew.

        I am sorry for not being honest, but I was at an utmost loss as to what I should do. As a widow, my child shall have no father, and as I alone am all the baby shall have in the world, the severity of the situation I find myself is rather overwhelming.

        But you, my sweet Henry, you were my escape from the drudgeries of widowhood and the fright of becoming a mother. In your eyes, I saw love and happiness, and I foolishly believed that I could share that with you, but I know now how wrong I was in thinking such a thing.

        I do apologize for any scandal the knowledge of my condition may have caused you or your family. I have yet to understand why common, good people would assume my child’s father to be you, when I was married but only a few months ago. I do not enjoy even writing such scandalous words, but it is, for some reason, our town’s opinion on the matter, and that is what hurts me the most—that they would think such a thing of you!

        I hope you get this letter so that you know how sorry I am for any trouble I may have caused you. I will not bother you again.

        

        With all my love now and forever,

        Jane

        

      

      

      Henry stared at the hastily scrawled words on the parchment. He read them over and over, until the words started to run together. Guilt seeped into his veins and overtook his heart. He hung his head in defeat.

      He had been guilty of the same traitorous act as that of the village. Though he knew the child was not his, he had believed Jane to have found a lover. Not once, much to his dismay, did he believe the child to be her late husband’s. How could he have been so blind?

      Poor Jane, she had truly suffered. Life had dealt her a particularly rough hand, and he, who had professed his undying love for her, sealed with the promise to take her as his wife, had turned and fled at the first sightings of trouble. He was ashamed.

      The summer breeze ruffled the single page still clutched in his hands. One thing was clear. He had to see Jane and explain to her how foolish he had been, and apologize for hurting her posthaste.

      
      

      Chapter Eight

      The morning had proved a waste of effort for Jane. After she’d returned from her early morning task of delivering her letter to Henry at their meeting place, she’d ventured into town with the hopes of securing help once again. However, all and sundry promptly turned up their noses to her. She was shunned, considered a fallen woman.

      Tearfully, she returned back to her cottage where the grates were cold and not a scrap of food had been prepared. Having no other choice, she changed into her oldest gown, tied the large apron Clara had always worn about her waist, grabbed a basket and headed for the neatly tended vegetable garden.

      Jane took her time, never truly spending all that much time in the garden before, pulling weeds, picking ripe tomatoes from the vine, and digging up a few potatoes and radishes ready for harvest. Once she had done all she knew to do in the garden, she picked blueberries from the bushes and a few peaches and plums from the trees that lined the back of her yard.

      Taking her bounty inside, she wasn’t at all sure what to do with them. She ate a handful of blueberries and a plum to stave off her rumbling stomach before setting about to get a fire going in the kitchen’s hearth.

      Just as the fire roared to life, she heard a knock at the door. Hopping up from where she crouched by the hearth, she hurried to see who was calling at her door. Perhaps, some blessed soul needed work bad enough that they cared not for her reputation after all.

      She froze when she opened the door and saw who stood pensively, a bouquet of her favorite lavender wildflowers in his hands, at her threshold. “H-Henry?” She questioned, her hands subconsciously smoothing her braided hair and old, rumpled gown.

      “Jane, might I speak with you?” He offered her the flowers.

      “Of course, come in. Though I must warn you, I have nothing much to offer. I suppose I could make us a spot of tea.” She took the flowers from him and stepped out of his path, allowing him entrance into her home.

      “No, please do not worry yourself with offering me refreshments,” he said, shaking his head as he stepped into the parlor and she placed the flowers on a small table. She’d find a vase for them later.

      “Very well,” she replied, standing tall. Though he had brought her low, she was determined not to play the desperate victim—with him or anyone else.

      “Jane, I read the letter you left me, and I came straight here to apologize to you. I am ashamed of my reaction to your news. It was so easy for me to forget that you were once married, and not all that long ago. I assumed you had affection for another man—even saying it aloud, I am most embarrassed.” He hung his head, shamefully.

      “Henry, my heart is yours and no one else’s. I would never do such a thing, and it hurts me to believe you would think of me so lowly.”

      “And for that, I cannot beg enough for your forgiveness. I am so very sorry, Jane. I cannot say it enough.”

      “I forgive you, Henry. I will not hold your slip in judgment against you, and I understand why you would not want to marry me now. I am sorry for allowing our tryst to continue as I did, once I was aware of my circumstance.”

      Henry took several steps and closed the distance between them, taking her hands in his. “No, Jane, believe me when I say that I love you. I want you as my wife. No one else could ever do. I shall gladly adopt this baby as my own, and we shall raise it together in love.”

      “You cannot be serious,” she stammered, searching his face for some cruel twist that he was jesting. “What will people say? What will your mother say?”

      “Like I once told you, I care little for what people say.” His mind ventured to thoughts of avoiding the village. Maybe he did care, but he cared for Jane much more.

      “People will say much. Mostly terrible things, I am sure,” she warned. Henry shrugged as realization dawned on him.

      “But then, we shall be married and happy and no longer of any interest to them. Trust me, dear Jane, the Pendleton name carries much clout. Once you are my wife, many will think twice before besmirching your name, or mine anymore for that matter. All will be right and good.”

      “But what about your mother?”

      “My mother is truly a good woman. Her own marriage came about in an unusual circumstance. Once she knows you, and sees how lovely you are in countenance and character, she will love you just as I do. She is only a bit scary at first.”

      Jane nodded, taking in all that Henry had said. “So, we are to be married then?”

      “Yes, my love, but I must tell you, the sooner we are wed, the better. Though I know your child is legitimate, many do not, and will care not for facts, and I do not care to have you living here, struggling to take care of you and your home because no one will work for you,” he explained, growing angry at how ill she had been treated. “I could ring that Clara’s neck. She had to be the one who started the horrible rumors about us.”

      “Yes, I believe so, but that is no longer here nor there. People talk. If it hadn’t have been Clara, it would have been someone else.”

      “True. Now, my dear Jane,” Henry said with a gleam in his eye, “can you quickly ready yourself for a three day’s journey?”

      She eyed him quizzically.

      “Why, we must elope,” he explained, “to the Scottish borders. We shall be married with no interference. I am not sure if, given our circumstances and your widow status, if we could obtain the proper license from the church any time soon. However, over the border, there will be no impediments to our marriage. And in a twist that my parents will appreciate, they themselves eloped to Scotland many years ago.”

      Jane inhaled deeply. So much had changed in such a short amount of time. Hours earlier, she’d been determined to learn the ropes of handling the gritty details of managing her household, and now, her dearest Henry held her hands tenderly promising to love and protect her forever, starting as soon as possible.

      “You, you are too much, my dear,” she said softly, brushing back a stray lock of his dark hair that had fallen onto his forehead. “I shall gather my things right away,” she told him.

      “I will be back within the hour with a carriage to make the journey more comfortable for you,” he replied before leaning down and kissing her tenderly. She closed her eyes as sweet joy filled every inch of her being.

      
      

      
        Chapter Nine

      

      “Henry, what are you about, son?”

      Henry froze in the stables at the sound of his mother’s voice behind him. Turning slowly, he saw her standing there, formidable even with her delicate features. Her hands were folded in front of her.

      “I am seeing about my future, Mother. The one that I am choosing for myself.”

      “Oh? And what does that mean?” She asked, walking towards him.

      “I would rather not discuss this with you, Mother.”

      “I have not seen you all day, Henry. I’m worried about you.”

      “You’ve no need to worry about me. I am quite fine.”

      “Even as those terrible rumors about you have been spreading like wildfire? Tell me again, Henry. There is no truth to them, correct?”

      Henry waited a beat before answering her, considering what exactly he should say to best purport his cause of wedding Jane. “The rumors that Mrs. Parker is with child and that I am in love with her are true. I will wed her posthaste.”

      “Henry!” His mother shouted, aghast. “Truly, you do not have to wed her.”

      “Mother—I love her—that is why I have chosen her as my bride. Of course, you would jump to the worst of conclusions regarding our connection. What has happened to you as of late? You are better than this!”

      “No, YOU are better than this! She is a young widow! You had no place consorting with her. It is HIGHLY improper.”

      Henry placed both of his hands on her shoulders. “All I ask, Mother, is that you trust the son that you raised from birth. I am doing the right thing, and I pray that you will understand. Nothing is as you see it.”

      Lady Pendleton’s face softened. She reached up and touched his cheek. “Even in your folly I would not risk losing you. I cannot give you my blessing, and I am sure I speak for your father, as well, but you are always welcome here, new bride and all,” she said, begrudgingly.

      “Thank you, Mother,” Henry replied, leaning down and kissing her cheek. “Now, I am away to handle a few important affairs. I will see you soon,” he said in farewell, stepping into one of the family’s carriages. He had determined his course, and no one, his mother included, would convince him to stray from it. Relief, however, did wash over him, to know that his mother loved him enough not to disown him when it came to the matter of his hasty marriage.
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* * *

      Jane watched eagerly from the window, butterflies dancing in her stomach. Her valise sat by the door, ready to go as soon as Henry arrived. Never in her wildest dreams had she ever imagined she would be setting out for Scotland with the Pendleton heir to marry. To say she was happy was an understatement. But beneath her joy, a layer of apprehension loomed.

      When she saw the carriage and four horses coming up the lane, however, her heart danced. She scurried to the door, opening it and waving wildly as he approached. The carriage pulled to a stop in front of the cottage and Henry stepped out, all smiles as he caught her eye.

      “Are you ready to accompany me on this journey, my love?” He asked, rushing to her, kissing her hand before taking her valise.

      “Yes, indeed, I am,” she replied cheerfully.

      Within a quarter of an hour, they were headed at a steady clip to the north. Jane idly watched from the window of the sumptuous carriage as the fields and forests passed swiftly by. The only other long journey she’d ever taken was when she and her late husband, Charles, had relocated to the cottage where she now lived.

      “We shall stop in Banbury to rest for the night before continuing on as soon as day breaks,” Henry told her.

      They traveled the twenty or so miles and reached the small village of Banbury not long after the sun had set. A small coaching inn provided them shelter, and they shared a meal of stew and bread in the rather rowdy pub before retiring for the night. Jane tossed and turned on the straw mattress, uncomfortable in the strange surroundings. Morning did not arrive soon enough. As soon as she had dressed herself in her traveling gown, she ventured down the rickety stairs and found, Henry, freshly scrubbed and chipper, waiting to share a morning meal with her.

      “I trust you slept well,” Henry said as they waited for their steaming bowls of porridge to cool.

      “As well as could be expected,” she diplomatically replied, her night of discomfort mostly forgotten in the presence of her beloved once more. She only hoped the circles beneath her eyes were not too dark.

      “We shall travel all day, stop at another inn at nightfall, and reach the Scottish borders before the dinner hour tomorrow,” Henry told her, trying a spoonful of oats.

      Jane nodded solemnly. She did not look forward to the long day of travel, but being married on the morrow was more than worth it.

      

      
        Chapter Ten

      

      “How do you feel, Lady Pendleton?” Henry asked her as they strolled out of the blacksmith’s shop. Their marriage had taken only a matter of minutes and but a small fee.

      “I feel quite fine to be married to such a handsome fellow as yourself,” she answered, holding tighter to his arm as they made their way back to the carriage.

      “Are you sure you would not like to stay the night here? There seems to be a rather cozy inn just over the bridge,” he pointed out.

      Jane shook her head. “No, it is best we begin our travels and return to Eastleigh as soon as possible. We must pick up the pieces strewn about and start our lives together. No need in postponing the inevitable,” she said resolutely.

      “What a brave wife I have!” Henry exclaimed jubilantly, his face glowing with pride.

      “You are too magnanimous, dear husband,” she replied, relishing the ability to claim him as her own.

      Henry helped her into the carriage before climbing in behind her before the coachman shut the door. He scooted close to her and pulled her in for a kiss. Jane closed her eyes as his lips touched hers, love overwhelming all of her senses. Henry broke the kiss rather quickly.

      “Jane? Do you believe you will be well enough to . . .” He trailed off.

      Her cheeks reddened, but she nodded vigorously. “I shall be fine for many months more.”

      “Good. I would never hurry you, dearest, but in the matter of eloping, I believe it of the utmost importance to consummate our marriage as soon as possible,” he explained.

      “Yes, you are quite right. It must be done. Tonight,” She replied firmly.

      They wiled their first day as husband and wife away within the confines of the Pendleton carriage, stopping for a picnic lunch beneath a lush grove of trees by the roadside, where Henry gathered her a fragrant bouquet of her favorite wildflowers. As night fell and the carriage meandered into the bustling town of Stratford-upon-Avon, the coachman pulled up to large, fancy inn just inside the city limits. The inn resembled a small palace or great estate house.

      “Oh, Henry! What a treat it shall be to stay here!” Jane cried, glancing out the carriage’s window at the elegant establishment.

      “I instructed our coachman to find the nicest lodgings available for the evening, seeing as it is our wedding night. Only the best shall do,” he smiled at his wife of but a day.

      Once they were out of the carriage and escorted inside the elegant inn, Henry secured their room for the night, insisting they be given the nicest one available. With Jane on his arm, they ascended the palatial staircase to the third level of the grand home, and down the hall to an ornately carved wooden door.

      Opening the door, Jane let out a small gasp of surprise. The room was exquisite! Elegant velvet furnishings in rich shades of blue and red, fancy draperies with silk tassels, and a marble fireplace with a welcoming fire were all held within the spacious room.

      “Henry, I’ve never seen such a beautiful room before!” She said as she waltzed into the room, running a hand along the tufted crimson sofa.

      “The rooms at Heatherly shall be most surprising for you then. I cannot wait for you to see them,” he told her. He closed the heavy door behind him and promptly pulled her into his arms, kissing her thoroughly.

      “Shall we retire early?” He gazed into her eyes and asked her.

      “Yes, let’s please do,” Jane replied breathlessly, pulling his lips to hers.
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* * *

      The next afternoon as their return journey came to an end, Jane took a deep breath while the carriage made its way up the long graveled drive leading to Heatherly’s mains. Henry placed a calming hand on her arm.

      “No need to worry, Jane. You are my wife now, good and true,” he assured her.

      “Yes, but your mother—“

      “My mother will love you, I am sure.”

      Jane said nothing else, only sighed. She wasn’t so sure of his words. She had not known anyone as of yet, other than Henry, who believed her worthy of loving.

      When the carriage pulled to a stop in front of the grand house’s large double doors, Henry helped Jane down. She was a bit in awe of the enormous stone house that so closely resembled a kingly castle. As they took the steps up to the doors, they almost immediately swunh open. The Pendleton’s butler, Knightley, and their housekeeper, Mrs. Bailey, were the first to greet the newlyweds.

      “Welcome home, Master Henry,” Knightley said formally.

      “Come along, you two. Master Henry, your mother has instructed me to bring you to her immediately upon your arrival,” Mrs. Bailey fussed, leading the way down the grand corridor. Jane walked beside Henry as they followed the plump housekeeper. As she walked down the palatial hall with marble floors and elaborate artwork, she swallowed. Her nerves truly were getting the best of her now.

      They entered a drawing room where Lady Pendleton stood, looking exquisite in a gown of ivory, her hair elegantly coiffed. To Jane, she certainly was a beauty and did not look old enough to have Henry as a son.

      “Hello, please be seated,” his mother said as they entered the room.

      “Mother, this is my wife, Jane,” Henry announced, before anything else could be said.

      His mother smiled sweetly. “Hello, Jane. Nice to meet you.”

      “Likewise, milady,” Jane replied.

      “Henry, as you know, I am none too pleased with the circumstances regarding your marriage,” she immediately began once they were all seated. “However, I love you, son, and I like you said before you left, I must trust that I raised you to make the right choices. If you believe Jane is the right choice for you, then I do, too. I know your father will agree with me when he returns on the morrow.”

      Jane’s shoulders sank in relief. A burden she had been carrying had now been lifted. “Thank you, dear lady,” Jane said, her voice quivering. “I love your son. Very much.” She could hardly say more, so overwhelmed with emotion.

      “Thank you, Mother,” Henry added.

      “Now, what say you?” The benevolent Lady Pendleton clapped her hands. “Shall we plan a ball to celebrate your marriage?”

      

      
        EPILOGUE

      

      Spring of 1827

      

      They walked along the country lane, both holding the hands of a toddling girl, her pink ribbons bobbing happily. Henry held a chubby baby boy on his hip, his gurgling laughter carrying on the breeze.

      “Charlotte, dearest, here is where your mummy met her dashing prince,” Jane told the little girl holding her hand.

      “And we became a family, the two of us, then you, sweet Charlotte, and a while later, your little brother, Harry,” Henry added as the little girl listened intently. They walked along, taking in the arrival of spring, appreciating the green buds and blooming flowers.

      “Daddy picked a pretty bouquet of those flowers for me years ago, and now he brings them to me whenever he rides out and he sees them springing up from the ground,” Jane said, pointing to the budding flowers beginning to fill the meadows.

      “Would you like a bouquet, Charlotte?” Henry asked the little girl.

      “Yes, Daddy!” The girl exclaimed gleefully.

      Henry handed the bouncing boy to Jane and set about gathering a bouquet of flowers for his little princess. Jane looked about her, never imaging those first walks in this country lane, in her black dress with her spirit bleak, that one day she would be the happiest of women. But here she was back in that very lane, surrounded by her little family. Out of great tragedy and sorrow, a beautiful new beginning had been birthed, and she was very thankful for it, indeed.
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* * *
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      Martha stirred in her sleep and knew it was almost time for her to wake up. She could hear the soft snoring of her husband next to her and decided to spend a few more minutes in bed as she waited for her alarm clock. It went off in a few minutes which forced her to get out of bed. She had already planned her chores from the night before and knew what her children were having for breakfast that morning. Being a mother of three was not easy, but she had mastered the art like clockwork.

      The morning was chilly as she opened the back door to her kitchen door to light the morning fire. The firewood was slightly damp from the morning dew, but she had placed dry logs aside for the morning meal. Her mind raced back to when she was a kid and how she had seen her mother light firewood very early in the morning. Things were easier now, with the technology rising and the Amish trying to make life easier without the use of electricity. The gadgets used in everyday life were more efficient and had less fuss.

      As opposed to the three stoned old fashioned cooking space, they had advanced to better means of preparing food. Which was one of the things Martha was deeply greatly for, she could not compare it with the modern world, but she knew people on the other side had it easy.

      Her morning routine was always the same; she had to make coffee for her husband and breakfast for the kids before they went off to school. With the tea cooking and the pancake dough mixed, Martha had to wake her kids up for school.

      Robert was the eldest at the age of sixteen who did not need much nudging. He was already up and about getting ready.

      “Good morning mother,” he said when Martha went by to knock on his door. They shared a room with his younger brother Jeremiah who was still asleep when she knocked.

      “Morning Robert,” she said warmly and let out a smile “Have you said your prayers?”

      “Yes, I have.”

      “Wake your brother up please," she requested.

      “I already did,” Robert answered slightly frustrated “Three times.”

      Martha nodded her head in disapproval and walked over to her son’s bed. He was curled up like a ball, was snoring lightly and had his bedcovers over his head.

      “Jeremiah,” she called softly, but there was no answer.

      “Jeremiah wake up and say your prayers.”

      There was no answer just as Martha had suspected. She's used to taking part in this back and forth game every morning with Jeremiah.

      “I will get your father,” she said and turned on her heel heading to the door.

      “I am up, Mom,” he said from underneath the covers “I am simply saying my prayers silently from here.”

      Martha could not help but let out a smile at these words. She was used to all sorts of excuses from Jeremiah, but this one was original.

      “I would like you to say your prayers from out here where I can see you.”

      “Ok, Mom.”

      She watched as he threw back the covers, his eyes obviously drowsy from the sleep and had a scowl on his face.

      “That’s a good boy,” she said before walking out of the door. The boys always feared their father because of the corporal discipline he instilled in the household. She walked over to her daughter’s room, unlike Robert and Jeremiah, Leah was inconsistent. There were days she would wake up very early and others when she would be as stubborn as her brother Jeremiah.

      She tapped gently on her door and thanked the heavens when she saw her up and about.

      “Good morning Mama,” she said with the most angelic smile.

      “Morning dear,” she answered, “Have you said your prayers?”

      “Yes, Mama.”

      “Good, breakfast should be ready in a few minutes.”

      Her next stop was her own room, Mathew was up and looking over the shirt he had decided on wearing that day.

      “There are creases on this shirt, Martha,” he pointed out.

      “And good morning to you too,” Martha thought and wished she could let the words roll out of her mouth.

      “That can’t be I ironed it last night,” Martha protested.

      “Are you calling me a liar?”

      “No, let me iron it again,” Martha said and moved closer to him. She took the shirt from his rough hands and knew what would come as a result of not obeying him.

      She ran the iron over it as fast as she could with her mind being on the tea in the kitchen. Martha could tell the kind of mood her husband was in that day; she thought back to the extensive marital classes that she had received before getting married to Mathew. The woman always had to obey the husband without question even when she didn’t feel like it.

      She ran off to the kitchen after placing the shirt neatly on the bed and hoped he will not call her back to send her on a petty errand. She thought that he simply loved seeing her working to get a kick out of it.

      She served the tea in the various cups on the table with hot pancakes. Meal time was always family time and the kids knew better than never to show up. Mathew would always assign the kids a memory verse that they needed to cram during the week. Failure to it would bring about harsh repercussions; she poured herself a cup of steaming coffee as she waited for her children to show up at the table.

      Chores filled her day, and she hoped Mathew would not make her run other errands. The table was crowded in no time, her kids looked presentable, and she instinctively walked over to where Leah was and tied her hair a second time. She and the children shared merry-making and light jokes, but it all died down when Mathew walked into the dining area.

      “Good morning,” Mathew greeted solemnly. His facial expression and words did not coincide in the least; He walked over to his usual chair on the dining table and took a seat on it.

      “Good morning Papa,” the kids answered but not in unison.

      He poured the tea and waited for everyone else to do the same; he then looked up at his family and held hands with whomever as at his side.

      “Let us share the grace,” he announced.

      Everyone at the table had their head bent and waited for him to recite the usual morning meal prayer.

      “For what we are about to receive Lord, we give thanks,” he prayed shortly “Amen.”

      “Amen,” they all answered in unison.

      Martha got to her feet subconsciously and helped pour out tea for the kids. Leah was a slow eater, and she did not want to have to take her to school later when she could go with the boys. She helped her cut through her pancakes and cool her tea before resuming her seat and having her coffee.

      “Robert,” Mathew called out in the midst of his chewing.

      “Yes, Papa."

      “What memory verse did I give you to summarize last week?”

      Robert sat up in his chair before washing down the pancake in his mouth with some tea hurriedly. Speaking with food in his mouth was a taboo and he knew his father did not like the habit.

      “Romans 6:23."

      “What does it say?”

      “For the wages of sin is death but the gift of God is eternal life,” Mathew answered courageously.

      “Jeremiah.”

      “Yes, Papa.”

      Unlike Robert, Jeremiah had no food in his mouth, he had anticipated he would be the next in the line of questioning and was prepared.

      “Recite last week’s memory verse,” he said.

      Jeremiah shifted slightly in his seat and tried to look for the right words in his head. They were all a jumble; he cleared his throat and without maintaining eye contact with his father recited his verse.

      “Romans 1:12,” he started “Be not conformed to the ways of the world.”

      For Jeremiah, the rest of the words for Jeremiah seemed to have been erased from his memory. He could not remember what the memory verse was, but he nevertheless tried to guess.

      “But present your bodies as a living sacrifice unto the Lord.”

      “Have you forgotten your memory verse?” Mathew asked in a stern voice which made the whole table go silent. Jeremiah could simply not reply to his father and fixed his eyes on the pancakes right in front of him bereft of any appetite.

      “Leah."

      “Yes, Papa,” she said and sat up in her seat straighter.

      “Recite."

      “John 10:10,” she started. “The thief comes to steal, kill and to destroy but I have come so that you may have life and life abundantly.”

      Martha was secretly proud of her daughter but feared for Jeremiah, she looked at her husband hoping that he will have mercy on him but knew her gaze would not help matters. They had the rest of the meal in total silence all of them waiting to hear of Jeremiah’s verdict.

      “Jeremiah,” Mathew called out once he was finished with his coffee, “I will see you later in the evening.”

      Martha watched as her husband got to her feet and took out a wad of notes from his pocket. He placed the money on the table for her and walked out of the door. The next five minutes Martha spent handing the kid’s lunches and making sure they were neat enough. She escorted all of them to the bus stop where the bus appeared in not less than five minutes.

      “Bye children,” she called out and gave them a wave “See you later.”

      The bus rode off leaving Martha alone, she walked back to the house and with her day’s schedule imprinted in her mind. She cleared the table before walking around the kitchen in search of her market bag. The earlier she got there, the fresher the groceries she was bound to get.

      With her list intact and her shopping bag swayed over her left arm, Martha made it to the door and started walking to the market. She loved how the warm sun rays were warming up her rosy cheeks as she walked on and thought of her day ahead.

      Her life was a dull routine, she had laundry, cleaning and cooking to do, maybe knit, and if she found time, she would read a book after doing her daily devotion.

      When she got there, the market was crowded, but she had her usual vendors from whom she always bought her produce. She walked over to them and went through her list. She was done sooner than expected and had to start heading back home but something caught her attention.

      There was a group of women standing at a stone throw distance from them who were busy mumbling about something that she couldn't hear. The morning gossip looked and sounded juicy and couldn’t help but move closer to listen to what she was missing out on.

      Martha had never been one to gossip; she had once had big dreams for herself before getting married. She had always loved to read all sorts of book and hand thought her father would not mind if she went to the Amish local college to study law.

      But her dreams were crushed when her father chose to take his elder brother instead of her and instead pushed her to get married. Since then, her life had been lonely and lacked any form of adventure. The morning market gossip was her source of entertainment.

      “Hello Martha,” one of the town gossips greeted with a wide smile on her face.

      “Hello Anne, how are you doing today?”

      “Have you heard about Stephen?”

      “Stephen?”

      “Yes, we went to high school with him, remember?” Anne went on to describe him “He was tall, lean, did not like to wear suspenders and always got into trouble over one thing or the other.”

      Martha’s heart skipped a beat, and she felt her mouth go dry, was Anne talking about Stephen Walkins? Her secret high school boyfriend?

      “Wait, are you talking about Stephen Walkins? The outcast?”

      “One and only,” Anne confirmed.

      “What about him, is he dead?”

      “No, better he is back?”

      Martha immediately felt a chill run up her spine; she thought back to the days they used to sneak out late in the night with Stephen. His departure from the community was not a surprise to her given his erratic history, but him leaving without saying goodbye hurt her the most.

      “Back?” Martha asked and tried keeping the emotion separate from her tone of voice. “I thought the community had banned him?”

      “Yes he was, this is the classic prodigal son story,” Anne said with a giggle “From what I hear, he showed up on his father’s footstep looking and sounding remorseful.”

      “Did his father take him back in?”

      “He did, but I also hear there needs to be a cleansing prayer carried out on him before he is fully-fledged back into the community.”

      “When is that going to take place?”

      “Why? Do you want to witness it?”

      “No, I am simply curious,” Martha said defensively.

      The women went on to talk about other people and the latest gossip that was going on in the community. Martha was however distracted the whole time this conversation was going on, her mind was on Stephen. She could still feel the excitement surge through her, the same way it used to when she was with Stephen.

      “I have to go Anne,” she said and exchanged goodbyes with the rest of the ladies as well before turning her attention to Anne “I will see you at the weekly fellowship tomorrow.”

      “Yes dear, have a good day.”

      A good time was the last thing Martha knew she was going to have; her mind was already in turmoil as she thought of what she had just heard.

      Stephen had been her first love and with that her first in everything else. She had shared her first kiss with her and had had lost her virginity to him. They had dreams together one of them was running away from the community so that she could chase her dream of being a lawyer. When Stephen left, he had not only broken her heart but had also left her to a life she had not desired. She had gone into depression for quite some time before being directed to the waiting arms of Mathew.

      No one knew about her and Stephen and as much as she wanted to get all the much-deserved answers from Stephen, she knew she had to keep away from him. Years had gone by, and she was no longer the naïve, school girl she had been back then.

      The rest of the day for Martha skidded by so fast with her mind going back to her past days with Stephen. She thought of the different things they used to do with Stephen behind the yard in behind closed doors. She blushed a few times as she went through her chores and before she knew it, the day had come to an end.

      The kids were bound to get home anytime now, and she needed to prepare hot cocoa for them. They all got home at the same time, feeling and looking cheerful with Leah having all sorts of stories.

      Spending time with her kids was always important to her and unlike Mathew; they were free to tell her anything. The mood always changed however whenever Mathew walked into the room, and this instance was no exception. The room went still as his eyes hovered over the kids and Martha.

      “Jeremiah,” he called and left the room.

      Jeremiah looked into Martha’s direction as if asking for help as he followed his father to their room. The rest of the family knew what was going to happen next and to carry on with the normal conversation but was near impossible. They sat still as they listened to Mathew raise his voice at Jeremiah as his belt landed on his back. Jeremiah at the same time recited the memory verse he had not mastered in the morning as the lashing went on.

      After a few minutes of torture and listening to raised voices, a weeping child and the sound of belt meeting skin, it all came to an end. Jeremiah’s footsteps could be heard echoing in the hallway as he headed towards his room in soft sobs. Martha tightened the grip she had on the kettle that was in her hand, she remembered the one time she had tried getting between the corporal punishments from her husband to the kids and didn’t want a repeat incidence.

      She let Jeremiah cry it out as she went about her other duties, helping Leah with her homework as she fixed the evening meal.

      That night, dinner was more tense than usual; Jeremiah barely touched his food as Mathew tried to make the rest of them recite memory verses that he had assigned the week before.

      Martha was left to clean after the family once they had finished their meal; she planned for the next day’s breakfast in advance before retiring to bed. Mathew was still awake when she retired, she walked in on him polishing his shoes and went ahead to look for her night dress. She then slipped into bed before blowing off the candle that lit the room.

      She could hear him shuffle around in the darkness and also slipped in between the covers. He then placed a hand on her waist and moved her closer to him.

      “I must have you tonight,” he ordered.

      Martha obeyed. She lay in the usual position and let him have his way with her. She never needed to strip naked with Mathew; he would pull up her dress above her knees and go about his business. The sessions were always short and would take place once in a month and if lucky twice. This ritual was a practice that Martha had gotten used to; sex to her was a chore. A way of pleasing the husband and keeping him happy.

      For the first time in years, Martha found herself thinking back to how romantic Stephen was. The sneak visits behind the barn where no one could see them were always epic and fiery. The thought of Stephen excited her lady parts, and she lay back and smiled naughtily before sleep got the better of her.
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* * *

      For Martha the day of temptation started like any other, she got up on time and made breakfast for her kids and Mathew. She then sat on the dining table and listened to Mathew go on and on about how God should be the head of the family. She later took her kids to the bus stop where they were off to school and got back home. She didn’t have a lot of chores to do and decided to go on a therapeutic walk collecting berries.

      After saying hi to a few of the women in the community who were strolling along and filling each other in on the latest gossip, Martha took a different route. She needed to be alone that day; she wanted to be left to her thoughts and not think of anything or anyone but herself.

      Her favorite spot in the nearby woods were hardly occupied, with her basket well tucked under her arm and a head scarf tied on her head hiding all her hair, Martha got to work.

      She was an expert at this, picking the right berries came easily to her. She thought of the jam she would make from the berries before her thoughts were interrupted and she had to stand still on her ground.

      No one ever came to that part of the woods and she automatically assumed there was a rabbit in the nearby shrub. Without making much of a noise, Martha walked over to the shrub quietly hoping she will be able to catch the rabbit for her younger son Jeremiah. The site that befell Martha was however shocking, a strange smell filled her nostrils and went straight through her throat and burnt her lungs. Martha panicked, she could see the smoke but not the fire and with a loud shriek turned on her heel and started yelling “Fire.”

      She was about to repeat the same words a second time, perhaps louder, but a hand circled her wrist abruptly. Standing right before her was Stephen, he had a cigarette on one hand and looked placed a finger on his mouth as a way of silencing Martha.

      “Please don’t scream, it’s only this,” he said and lifted his cigarette in reference to his words.

      “Stephen!” Martha asked shocked “what are you...?”

      She looked at the cigarette that was in his hand and looked at him straight in the eye. She had been avoiding him ever since she had heard of his return to the community and tried her best not to run into him.

      “Martha, my love you have not aged a day, you still look seventeen years of age,” Stephen said and moved closer to her. He pulled her into a tight embrace and much to Stephen’s surprise she did not resist.

      His touch on her was electric almost magical, she could not remember the last time Mathew had placed his hands on her so lovingly, and she loved it. After a few seconds of indulging in the sin of lust, Martha took a step away from Stephen and landed a hot slap across his face without warning.

      Stephen was shocked by the gesture and let out a slight chuckle.

      “I deserved that,” he said and rubbed his chin with the same naughty look displayed on his face. “How have you been?”

      Martha looked at him and wondered how to answer the question; she liked how he went on smoking despite the fact that he had run into her and did not look scared. Age had been kind on Stephen, he had grown into an attractive man, she went on to look at his attire and almost let out a hearty laughter. Suspenders had never been his thing, but he was wearing them and wearing them well.

      “Mind putting that out?” Martha asked as he looked at the cigarette that was in his hand. He brought it to his mouth, puffed one last smoke from it before throwing it to the ground and stomping on it. Martha let out a smile, not because he had put out the cigarette but because he had listened to him. Mathew never listened to anything she said, and a change of that coming from a different man exhilarated her.

      “Mind if we have a seat?” Stephen asked and pointed to the back of a large tree trunk where he had hidden first.

      Martha looked over her shoulder wondering if anyone saw them. She knew it was wrong going behind the trunk with Stephen now that she was a married woman. There was not knowing who was watching them.

      “Come on Martha,” he said and pulled her closer. “I do not bite.”

      The words had a nostalgic ring to it, she immediately remember who he would tell her that whenever he wanted to kiss her and placed a hand over her very fast beating heart.

      “I shouldn’t be doing this”, Martha said and without knowing started to back-pedal on the same way she had come.

      Stephen pulled at her again and clung to her risk, before Martha could protest; he pulled her closer to him and indulged her in a long passionate kiss. His breathe reeked of nicotine from the cigarette he had been smoking and Martha shamelessly responded. Her first instinct was to run and head on back home, but when Stephen started rubbing his hands all over her back, but she grew weak. She wanted him, and without warning a moan escaped her dry throat.

      After indulging in her sinful pleasure for about a minute or so, Martha pulled away from him and with her basket of wild berries still tucked under her arms fled.

      “Same time tomorrow,” Stephen called after her as she disappeared and headed back on the same way she had come from. Her heart was arcing and so was her blood, once she was sure she was beyond the vicinity, Martha stood her ground and tried to catch her breath.

      “I love Mathew”, she said to herself. “I love my husband.”

      She placed a hand on her sweaty forehead and paced up and down trying to delete the picture of Stephen’s lips on her from her mind. After letting the wind playing with her scarf and feeling that she was now in control, Martha started heading back to the house.

      She had collected a good number of berries for anyone to suspect anything but felt like everyone was already judging her. Shivers ran travel up and down her back, making her feel even more guilty.

      “I should not have gone so close to him,” she thought to herself that evening as she was preparing the evening meal. “The Bible says: "Flee fornication, I should have run like the wind.”

      Other than continuously reminiscing over the kiss she had just shared with her high school sweetheart, the rest of the night took up a familiar routine, the one she had gotten used to all these years.

      After making sure everyone was well fed and ready for the next day’s schedule, Martha retired to bed. Mathew was already in bed but had not yet drifted off to sleep. She climbed in next to him after dressing in her night dress and covered herself with the woolen blanket they used.

      This night was different for Martha; she twisted and turned in her bed in torment as she thought of the kiss she had shared with Stephen earlier in the day. It had awoken something in her, she thought she’d lost a long time ago. She looked at Mathew. The thought of approaching him was bizarre, something she had never tried to do in her marriage. She wondered what Mathew would say or how he would react if she made the first move. Without giving it much of a second move, Martha turned to her side. Mathew was still up and was staring at nothing in particular in the dark.

      Maybe, she thought, just maybe.

      She moved closer to him and placed her hand across his hairy chest and waited for his response. Mathew did not react; she took this as a red light and moved closer to him bringing her head down on his chest.

      “Martha,” he called out in shock “What are you doing?”

      Martha, all of a sudden, grew embarrassed and thanked her lucky stars he could not see the scarlet red blush that had overcome her face.

      “Nothing, never mind”, she answered and turned to her side of the bed. She could feel hot tears well up in her eyes but held it back. She didn’t want to show him how weak she was. She flickered her eyes in the dark for a few seconds before letting sleep get the better of her.

      Just before she could drift off to slumber land, Martha thought back to the woods and this time fantasized on something more than just the kiss they had shared.

      *****

      The woods all looked the same to her the next day as she walked through them heading to the same spot she had been in the previous day. She stopped several times to look behind her shoulder checking if anyone was following her.

      Martha was not sure why she had showed up that day, part of the reason came from Mathew’s rejection as another part came from curiosity. She had a lot of questions for Stephen and needed to get her answers.

      Much to her disappointed the hiding place was empty when she got there, disappointed, Martha turned on her heel and begun to walk back. Her steps were frozen for a minute however when she heard Stephen’s familiar voice and the cigarette scent that came with it.

      “You showed up,” he asked.

      Martha immediately felt excited, and the tone of his voice warmed her up. She looked at him approaching from a distance and seemed to remember her request from the day before. He threw the cigarette to the floor and stomped on it with his right foot before turning her attention to Martha.

      “Where to you get those?” Martha pointed to the cigarette in his hand.

      “I have my sources.”

      “Why do you do it?”

      He took in a deep breath as if her question placed a load on his shoulder.

      “After what I have been through, it is amazing that this is the only thing I am taking.”

      Martha could tell there was a story behind his words and wanted nothing more but to hear it, but she had other more important issues to settle with him.

      “Stephen, why did you leave me?”

      Stephen had certainly not expected such questions and did not bother to hide his surprise.

      “Do you really want to go there?”

      “I don’t see anywhere else we would rather go.”

      Stephen looked down on the cigarette he had stumped on the ground regretted his action. Martha was still waiting for her answer and from the look on her face; she did not need any lies.

      “You were young Martha.”

      “So were you and you still left?”

      “My case was different.”

      “How so?”

      Stephen let out another shrug and looked at Martha wondering how to explain himself.

      “It would have been easier to take care of myself than the two of us out there.”

      “That sounds selfish.”

      “It is not,” Stephen corrected “It’s one of the most selfless gestures I have ever done.”

      “You left me, Stephen,” Martha said trying not to sound too emotional “I don’t see how that is selfless.”

      “Trust me Martha leaving without you was good for you,” he sighed and combed his hand through his hair before looking up into Martha’s eyes “You made a life for yourself, you have a family and three beautiful kids. I have nothing.”

      Martha did not know if she should believe him or not, he sounded remorseful, and at the same time, his voice was stained with regret. She, however, did not forget the fact that she had walked in on him smoking a cigarette casually.

      “What happened to you?” she asked curiously.

      “A lot.”

      “I want to know.”

      Stephen looked around and took her hand in his; he liked how she did not resist as she led her to a small clearing where they sat and faced the woods right ahead of them.

      “I missed you Martha,” he started “Not a day went without me thinking about you.”

      “Why didn’t you get in touch?”

      “I did,” Stephen answered. “But not with you, my brother Mark gave me all the updates about you. When he told me you got married, I didn’t want to ruin that for you.”

      “So why did you come back?” she probed.

      “I got broke,” he combed both his hands through his hair and Martha could tell he craved a cigarette “I made bad choices, poor investments and it all blew up in my face. I was left with nothing and had to live in my car for some time.”

      “It must have been really bad if you chose to come back to this”, Martha said and pointed to the surrounding in reference to their community.

      “You have no idea.”

      “How does it feel coming back to a community that turned its back on you?”

      “It was weird at first; I was used to living a free life without any restrictions.”

      “I take it your father’s house still has the same old rules?”

      “It does, but I am slowly blending into the system”, Stephen confirmed.

      “Does this mean if you get an opportunity that will force you to leave here, you will?”

      “I don’t know”, Stephen honestly answered. “This place is in good for me, being away from technology is refreshing.”

      The two went on to talk about anything and everything, Martha asking about the different equipment she had heard about. She was fascinated to hear about machines that could heat food in less than five minutes and wash clothes in the same duration of time. Martha had lived all her life in the walls of the Amish community. She secretly envied Stephen for stepping out and finding out what was beyond the walls.

      After spending about an hour of chit chat and idling around, Martha had to go. She got to her feet and dusted her skirt before looking at Stephen, who was getting on his feet too.

      “I have to go.”

      “I know, I wish you didn’t have to leave,” he said sincerely.

      Martha looked at his inviting lips and wanted nothing more than to indulge him in a passionate kiss. His chest hair was peeping through the first two unbuttoned shirt, and that only made matters worse for her.

      With much bravado and resolve, Martha walked over to him and brought his lips closer to him. She then went ahead to kiss him, and they were both lost in a tight embrace, both melted into the other’s touch neither wanting to stop.

      “I have to go,” Martha warned but did not let go of him.

      “I don’t want you to go,” Stephen answered as he held on to her. He ran his hands up and down her spine and loved the delicious moans that escaped her throat.

      “I have to go,” she said this time with a finality tone in her voice. She took a few steps from him, straightened her skirt and took off.

      “Same time tomorrow,” Stephen shouted a she scurried away.

      Martha let out a smile as she walked away, her eyes fixed on the road ahead as she thought of what she was going to make for supper that day.

      The excitement and little butterflies that swum around in her stomach were refreshing. The last time she felt that excited was when she was in high school, she tried to condemn her actions but could not. She felt not an ounce of guilt, and she just didn’t care. For the first time in years, she was happy.
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* * *

      The weeks that followed for Martha were full of surprise and adventure. The sneaking around came naturally for her as Stephen plotted most of their rendezvous joints. They had picnics by the lake, in the thickest part of the woods and behind abandoned barns.

      Martha’s life was no longer a routine, her afternoons were filled with adventure, and it was the only thing she looked forward to in her day.

      The double standard life for Martha was, however, short lived, on a sunny afternoon after they had shared a light meal behind an abandoned barn, Stephen surprised her with her words.

      “Martha, I love you.”

      The words were both unexpected and soothing for Martha; Mathew had never told her what she wanted to hear. She sat up on the mat she had brought out with her and gave Stephen a searching look.

      “Why are you doing this to me?” she asked. “Why now?”

      “I know I am not fair to you but I had to let you know,” he said and placed a hand on her left cheek.

      Martha loved the feel of his touch and shut her eyes momentarily; she wished she was sixteen again and could run away with him, but things were different now.

      “My life is different now Stephen,” she said as she tried to sit up and look him in the eye.

      “I know that.”

      She got to her feet and dusted off her skirt before looking at Stephen in the eye and wondering what to do next. Everything was happening so fast for her, and it was all unexpected.

      “I have to go,” she said but was stopped by Stephen, who got to his feet and brought her closer to him.

      “I am sorry, I should have said anything.”

      “It’s ok.”

      “Same time tomorrow?”

      “I don’t know, maybe we should put a stop to all this,” Martha said, “I think it is now getting dangerous.”

      The look on Martha’s face as she said this was not expected, and she looked at Stephen wondering if he would agree to her proposal.

      “I will be here waiting for you tomorrow, same time,” Stephen said and pretended not to have heard what Martha suggested. She let out a smile and picked her belongings before walking away from him. She could feel his eyes dig deep into her back as she walked away and wished she could turn back and kiss him one last time.

      The walk back to her house was short and eventful; deeply immersed in her thoughts. Then Anne the town gossip interrupted her daydreaming.

      “Hello Martha,” she said with a curious look smeared all over her face.

      “Hello, Anne.”

      “What have you got there?” she asked, pointing to her picnic basket.

      “Nothing much."

      “It looks like you have been carrying around that basket a lot lately,” Anne said.

      Martha was not sure where the conversation was heading, but she did not want to fuel it. She looked at Anne straight in the eye and wondered if she knew anything.

      “Yes I have, I like going by the river when I am alone to read the Bible,” Martha answered and wondered if she would believe the yarn.

      “You do that every day at 12:30?”

      “Maybe.”

      Anne then let out a strange laugh and moved closer to Martha, her eyes were searching, and the look in her eye was murderous.

      “It was nice running into you Anne, I have to head on home now,” Martha said and started walking away from her.

      “I am sure you do,” Anne said, “You need to wash off that sinner’s filth from your body.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Come on Martha, quit playing pretend with me,” Anne said, “I know what you have been up to.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes I do,” she answered, “I saw you around that heathen and truth be told it disgusts me.”

      “Does it now?”

      “Yes it does, you are a married woman, Martha, with three kids.”

      “I still do not know what you are talking about Anne”, Martha stood her ground “Even if I did, rest assured it is none of your business what I do and who I choose to do it with.”

      “From what I gather, you have been a very naughty girl,” Anne pointed out “You have been sneaking around with this man and not being very Godly.”

      “I have to go,” Martha said with a tone of finality and turned on her heel, “Whatever I decide to do with my life is none of your business.”

      “Martha, do you know the saying “Love you neighbor as you love yourself?”

      “Of course, I do,” Martha said as she kept on walking.

      “If you do not tell your husband about your extracurricular activities, I will.”

      These words made Martha’s throat run dry, she looked at Anne in the eye and knew she was not serious.

      “Who in this context is your neighbor Anne, me or my husband?”

      “Both of you of course,” she answered with a shock stained voice “I wouldn’t sit on the sidelines and watch my neighbor’s marriage fall apart when I could do something about it. The Lord will condemn me forever.”

      “The nerve of you, you don’t care about any of us,” Martha barked. “You only want to stir up trouble.”

      “Tell him or I will, confess your sins, and you shall be forgiven,” Anne said before walking away.

      Martha was left to her thoughts wondering what to do next; she walked on home slowly with Anne’s words printed in her mind. The basket hanging on her arm felt heavy as she thought of what she would do next.

      The kids were not yet home when she arrived, and this gave her more time to plot and think up the lies she will have to tell. She knew Anne would make good on her threat and did not want to take any chances.

      The rest of the night went by smoothly for Martha, she sat through the evening meal and listened to Mathew ask her children to recite the memory verses. She then cleaned up after them and set the next day’s plan before heading off to bed.

      Mathew was in bed already but was not asleep.

      “I need to talk to you,” she said to him.

      “What about?”

      Martha went silent for a minute as she replayed her confession in her mind.

      “Speak up; I need to have an early day tomorrow.”

      Martha was about to say the next words, but a knock on their door distracted him.

      “Who could that be, this late?” Mathew asked before getting out of bed and walking over to the door. Martha was right behind her wondering the same thing.

      “Who is it?” Mathew called from the other side of the door.

      “Stephen,” came the reply.

      “Stephen?”

      Martha’s heart sounded louder in her chest as she wondered what Stephen was doing on her doorstep. She recognized the voice but wondered what the reason was.

      Mathew unlocked the door and stepped aside as he swung it open. Stephen walked in, looking at Martha before diverting his attention back to Mathew.

      “My father sent me over,” he said. He had a basket in his left hand that had apples filled to the brim “He said I should bring this here.”

      “Couldn’t it wait until morning?”

      “No, I am sorry it could not,” Stephen apologized and threw Martha a side glance. She focused all her attention on the floor and did not bother looking his way.

      “If that will be all, we would like to get back to sleep now,” Mathew said and gestured toward the door.

      “Right,” Stephen answered. “My father would like to congratulate you on the work you have been doing in the community too.”

      “I feel honored, it is, after all, the Lord’s work,” Mathew answered. He clearly liked the compliment and how Stephen was buttering him up. Martha, on the other hand, wanted him to leave the house. The awkward atmosphere suffocated her.

      “I have to go now, you folks have a lovely night,” Stephen said to both of them and started heading to the door.

      A wave of relief washed over Martha, but her heart beat even harder in her chest when there was a second knock on the door.

      “Hello good people,” Anne said in her cheery voice.

      Mathew looked at Martha questioningly before returning his gaze to their other late-night guest.

      “Hello Anne,” Martha said in a cool tone. “What are you doing here so late in the night?”

      “I thought I should bring you some left over butter I've made”, she said and handed Martha a basket. “I needed to pay a neighborly visit, something I have not done in a long while.”

      “Couldn’t it wait till Morning?” Mathew asked and eyed Anne curiously. Her reputation of being the town gossip preceded her, and he did not want to be in her presence for a minute longer.

      Anne smiled and looked from Mathew to Stephen with a Cheshire grin on her face.

      “Stephen, right?” Anne inquired as she gave all her attention to him. “I saw you yesterday behind Mr. Walkins old barn.”

      The look on Martha’s face could have sold her out immediately, but she maintained her cool. Her face became paper white as she tried to think of a way to convince Anne not to say anything.

      “Yes, that was me," Stephen answered. He did not look scared for a minute. He moved closer to her. “I also saw you by the lake two days ago; you were looking radiant as the sun.”

      Martha did not know the weight Stephen’s words held but it seemed to have a great impact on Anne. She widened her eyes in shock before looking at Martha and back at Stephen.

      “I had better get going now,” Stephen announced after giving Anne one last look. “Good night.”

      "Goodnight," both Martha and Mathew said but not in unison.

      Anne was left inside, looking at the couple, and Martha could tell she was in a foul mood. She looked at Mathew and wanted to say something but held her tongue.

      “I have to get back home now,” she said and turned on her heel.

      “Good night Anne,” Martha called after her.

      “Goodnight,” she replied coldly before letting herself out.

      “So much for night guests,” Mathew said and headed back to his bedroom.

      “I have to tell her something,” Martha called out “I will be right back.”

      She walked through the dark and spotted Anne at a distance.

      “Anne, wait up!” she called.

      Anne slowed down, but when she turned to face Martha, she had an angry look on her face. She clenched her fists so hard that Martha thought she might land a blow on her.

      “What do you want?” Anne asked in an angry tone.

      “What was that about? What did Stephen have on you?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Really, Anne?”

      “I have to go,” she said and continued to walk away from Martha. Her hurried steps shuffled on the ground and Martha decided not to go after her.

      She walked back to her house where Mathew was still waiting on her.

      She locked the door behind her and walked on to the bedroom.

      “That was strange,” Mathew commented as she looked at his wife taking off her clothes.

      “It was.” She agreed.

      “Do you by nay chance know what Stephen was talking about?”

      “I have no idea,” she answered as she pulled on her night dress and climbed into the bed.

      “What did you want to tell me?” Mathew asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “Are you sure?” Mathew probed on “You look like you were about to say something before the circus came in.”

      Martha sat up on her side of the bed and gave Mathew a searching look. Other than having no affection in him, he was a good provider and father. He never hit her like most husbands did to discipline them and he would always make sure the kids were taken care of. She, however, tried to look for any excitement from him but could not. She could not compare his touch to that of Stephen and could not remember when the last time he kissed her was.

      “I was simply asking if we could go on a vacation this year with the kids?”

      “Vacation to where?”

      “I don’t know, a place outside the community, I think the kids would love it.”

      “When you start paying the bills around here Martha, we will go on a vacation.”

      And there it was, Martha thought to herself. The reason to why she cheated on him severally. She watched as he threw the covers over his body and stretched out on his side of the bed.

      The night had been eventful, and the fact that her secret was still intact was the best part. She turned on her side of the bed, thinking of no one else but Stephen and wished he would be the one lying next to her.

      “I love you, Stephen,” she thought to herself with her hands wrapped around her. They would have to be a more cautious moving forward; she began thinking of the different places they would hide, and a few ideas came to mind. They had not been as careful as expected of late and Anne’s revelation was enough evidence. This was clearly not the day Mathew would find out about her wife’s new hobby, and Martha drifted off to sleep hoping he never will.
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      Martha lay in bed, her blue eyes wide and staring at nothing in particular in the ceiling of her room. She was alone in bed, as it had been for the past three years after her husband Matthew’s fatal buggy accident. Yet old habits were difficult to get rid of and she remained still, waiting for the alarm clock to go off to rise and begin her daily routine.

      As soon as the alarm sounded, she threw off the covers and stood to her feet, putting her hair in a tight bun at the nape of her neck before reaching for her prayer kapp on the bedside table and securing it over her hair.

      Upon reaching the backdoor that led to the kitchen she noticed that smoke was rising from the chimney. She knew it meant her daughter was also up and had beaten her to the task of preparing breakfast for the household which now consisted of the two of them,  as the boys were now both married and living away from home. Leah was the youngest at fifteen, but soon enough she too would be leaving Martha to get married and start her own family.

      “Good morning mother,” her daughter greeted cheerily as soon as she entered the kitchen.

      Martha simply smiled at her in acknowledgement of her greeting as she marveled at the uncanny resemblance between them. Leah was the exact replica of her when she was in her teen years. Her long curly blond hair was covered by the prayer kapp she wore and the plain navy blue dress hid her attributes well but her bright blue eyes, her thin pink lips, her cute little button nose and her rosy cheeks were alluring enough to beguile a ton of young men like her mother’s had more than two decades ago.

      It brought up memories of the gangly teenaged boy whose charms she had succumbed to back then, and who up to this day could elicit a mass of strong emotions from her.

      Stephen had left the community as suddenly as he had reappeared and though she missed him and the way he made her feel – special and loved, she knew it was for the best.

      They had kept up their amorous affair for well over two years before the anxiety of being found out and the guilt of what she was doing became too much to bear.

      “We can’t do this anymore Stephen,” she spoke as she lay tucked into his side, her mass of curls spread across his chest like a curtain.

      “You’ve said that before, but it doesn’t mean anything,” he spoke after a while in thought.

      Raising herself unto her elbow so that she could stare into his eyes, she saw a look of wariness in their green depths. It broke her heart to do this but it was necessary as she could not continue to live the double life.

      With each secret meeting and simple glances in public that conveyed a deeper meaning than what onlookers could decipher there was still the threat of being found out and she had thought long and hard about the implications it would have for her children who had become her pride and joy.

      It now became necessary to secure their future and wellbeing over hers even if it meant staying in a love-less marriage and carrying on with the mundane life she had led before his return two years ago.

      “I am running out of excuses to tell Matthew,” she tried to explain, “And I know Anne knows that we are still together but whatever you have on her is forcing her to keep her mouth shut for the time being but it doesn’t mean it will last forever.”

      “We have been careful Martha, no one knows about us,” he reasoned with her, reaching up to curve one hand over her cheek.

      She reached up and took his hand in hers, staring intently into his eyes.

      “I can’t do this anymore Stephen,” she repeated with finality. “I want more than this,” she gesticulated with her hand highlighting the fact that they were in an old abandoned barn on the outskirts of the community.

      “We can’t have that,” she continued as he remained silent not knowing what to say to rebuff her statement as the reality hit him that all they had were moments shared in secret.

      “I have to think about the future and my children – how this would affect them if it ever got out.”

      “I love you,” he spoke slowly, emphasizing each word. It warmed her heart like it always did when he spoke them but she would not be swayed by them today.

      “But it’s not enough,” she confessed.

      Detaching herself from him she proceeded to make herself presentable.

      “Goodbye Stephen,” she spoke softly as he remained in the same position, his expression unreadable. She exited the barn with tears streaming down her face as her heart constricted with the weight of what she had just done.

      The following day Anne showed up at their doorstep with an evil glint in her eyes and a broad and cunning smile on her face.

      “Did you hear?” she asked cheerily.

      Not in the mood for her games, she simply waited for the treacherous woman to continue.

      “Stephen has left the community,” she finished triumphantly.

      Martha felt like the air had been sucked out of her lungs and she had to hold on to the door post to support her weak legs.

      “Once a heathen, always a heathen,” she finished.

      That was eight years ago. With time she learnt to cope with his departure just as she had been forced to do the first time he left the community. She threw herself into the routine she had been accustomed to for years, but now with her husband dead and her boys off starting their own families, she was relegated to someone of unimportance and with the additional time on her hands, she found her mind was wont to stray to the old memories she had of her first and only love.

      “I’m making pancakes and eggs and I’ve started on the ingredients for an apple pie,” Leah continued on, effectively pulling her out of her reverie.

      “Oh you did?” she asked mildly surprised as she knew Leah was industrious and always trying to find ways to impress her.

      “Yes,” she replied pleased with herself. Martha simply nodded her head in approval.

      “Before I forget, Deacon Mark came by when you were out yesterday evening.”

      “Oh he did?” she asked surprised once more.

      “What did he say?”

      “Nothing much, he brought over a basket of apples and said to wish you a good evening,” she responded.

      “Oh,” Martha replied simply as she felt heat rush to her cheeks.

      She had noticed since last month that he had been showing keen interest in her. For the past two meetings he had made it a point of duty to seek her out and to ask her about how she had been coping on the farm that was now left in her care after her husband’s death. He had been a little shy and she found it cute that she made him nervous.

      She was also flattered by the attention as he was much younger than her, maybe by at least seven years, and not to mention the fact that he was a handsome man. He was a widower as well and had two young children who probably needed a motherly figure in their life.

      She had not imagined ever getting married again. But here she was thinking of the possibility of actually tying the knot once more, and instead of fear and caution she felt eager anticipation.

      “Well I shall thank him when I see him next,” she replied before turning her attention to the platters containing the pancakes and eggs.

      “I’ll take these into the dining room. Why don’t you put on a pot for kaffe?” she asked while lifting and balancing the food in her hand.

      “Ok mother,” she agreed thankful for the help.

      Martha pushed open the kitchen door and made her way back to the house as the cold February air whipped her in the face.  After placing the platters on the table she proceeded to set two mats at opposite ends of the table before getting out the plates and cutlery they would be using for the meal.

      When Leah came in with the coffee they both sat down to enjoy the meal.

      “For what we are about to receive Lord, we give thanks,” Martha prayed shortly. “Amen.”

      The simple prayer held so much memory for the two of them. In its ritualistic repetition, it was symbolic of the time the whole family was together.  Her two boys would be on either side of the table, closest to their father while Leah sat closer to her. They would then all be required to recite the memory verse they had been commissioned to study by their father with the promise of punishment if they slipped.

      “Have you thought about what you’d like to do after you graduate come July?” Martha asked Leah conversationally; something that had never been encouraged while Matthew was alive.

      Placing her fork back onto the plate, Leah turned her attention to her mother.

      “Well, Miss Yoder said if I want I could become her assistant for the next term,” she spoke hopefully.

      “And this is what you want to do?” Martha asked carefully.

      Leah had always expressed an interest in becoming an either an educator or a lawyer but in the eyes of her father, women were to be seen and not heard. He constantly made reference to scriptures that alluded to this.

      While Matthew was alive this was not a possibility and she tried as best she could to dissuade Leah from mentioning this in his presence. Now that he was gone, she was more willing to encourage her daughter to pursue her dreams. She still feared for her as she knew that being a mere school teacher would not be enough to challenge her daughter who had shown her displeasure in the role that females were relegated to in the community.

      Her views though plausible to Martha was not shared by many especially the men and was enough to pose a possible threat to her daughter’s standing in the community.

      “Well not entirely,” she answered “But Miss Yoder promised to teach me more than what I have learned.”

      As she spoke, Leah played with the food on her plate, using the fork to push the food around the plate absentmindedly. It brought Martha’s sight to her actions – observing. She usually did this when she was feeling anxious about what she had to say.

      “That would be wonderful,” Martha agreed and earned a look of surprise from Leah as she widened her sky blue eyes and her lips slightly parted.

      “But how will she be able to do this?” she asked.

      “Miss Yoder has a lot of books in the library at her home. She lets me read whatever I want,” Leah replied excitedly.

      Martha nodded her head, encouraging her to go on.

      “Did you know that she moved away from here when she was younger to live in the world of the Englischers?” her daughter asked getting more animated as she spoke about what she had been doing at school.

      “Yes, Sarah met a young Englischer who came to visit his aunt and ran away with him,” she offered. “When he died she moved back here.”

      “How do you know so much?” Leah marvelled.

      “Nothing goes unnoticed in this community, Leah. And this all happened before you were even born,” explained Martha.

      “Well she brought back a ton of books and school equipment when she came back and she lets us use them if we want,” Leah continued unperturbed.

      Martha watched as her daughter continued to speak about her time at the little school that Sarah ran from out of her home; her excitement growing with each word that left her mouth.

      “And have any young men at the school or the community caught your eye thus far?” Martha asked interrupting her daughter’s lively chatter about all she had learned thus far.

      This earned her a look of perplexity from her daughter before her features transformed into one of contempt.

      “Of course not mother," she replied, “the men in this town are so undesirable.”

      “Why do you say that?” Martha asked careful not to offer an opinion until she could comprehend her daughter’s thought pattern.

      “I don’t know,” she replied absorbed in her thoughts as she contemplated the reason for her indisposition towards the men of their community.

      “They just don’t peak my fancy.”

      When her mother made no move to respond she continued, “I read this book Miss Yoder has. It was a story about love. It was so romantic how the man did all that was in his power to make the female feel how much he loved her and it had me thinking that I want a love like that. The men here are only looking for someone who will become an obedient wife and bear them children, but in the book the women were able to speak their minds…”

      Realizing where her daughter was headed, Martha quickly interjected.

      “But these stories are not real Leah,” she reasoned. She then fixed her daughter who more and more reminded her of her youth with a pointed stare.

      “Our reality is that we must live a Godly life and marry Godly men that will provide for their family. You must understand that what you are saying will only cause trouble in the end” she finished with a sigh.

      Reaching her hand across the table she lightly curved it over her daughter’s cheek in a display of affection as she continued to stare intently into the blue eyes that mirrored hers.

      “There is so much that I want for you Leah, but I am also afraid for you because you remind me so much of myself when I was younger and naïve. You are allowed to make some mistakes at this age but I must also warn you that they usually come with a price that may be too high to pay.”

      Allowing her hand to fall away from her daughter’s face, she arose from her chair and proceeded to clear the table. Leah arose as well and in silence she helped her mother take the dishes towards the kitchen and rinsed while Martha washed.

      Martha’s heart ached with the knowledge that her daughter’s dreams and aspirations would not be attained – at least not if she remained apart of the community. She really wanted what was best for Leah and would have done anything to make it possible, but after witnessing countless persons returning to the community broken in some way or the other when life on the outside didn’t quite go as they planned she feared that this would be the same for her daughter.

      “Leave it, you’ll be late for school,” Martha instructed her daughter when she reached for the knife and started peeling the apples that Deacon Mark had dropped off.

      “I will do it,” she finished when Leah made an attempt to protest. “I also need to go to the market to get some groceries, so I will drop you at Sarah’s on my way.”

      After dropping off Leah at the little school that was on her way to the market, Martha steered her horse and buggy towards the market. After getting some fruits and ground produce Martha made her way across the street towards the small mercantile to purchase counter flour, rice, sugar, a cut of beef and pork chops. When she exited the store, her hands were full to capacity with the brown paper bags that housed her goods. She slowly made her way in the direction of where she parked her buggy.

      “Do you need any help?” came the familiar deep baritone voice of the deacon from behind her. Martha whipped around to see him with an inviting smile on his lips even as he eyed her packages.

      “Oh would you?” she asked, pleased that he was offering to help her.

      Without another word, he took the bags out of her hands leaving her arms feeling twenty pounds lighter. He then started to walk towards her buggy that was parked a few feet away and she fell in step with him.

      After placing her items into the passenger side he turned his full attention on her.

      Martha couldn’t help but admire how handsome Deacon Mark was. His curly blond hair, though cut in the traditional Amish style, was unruly even as it peeked from under his felt hat in tiny ringlets. His clean-shaven face provided her with a good view of his angular face and strong jawline that was bronzed from working long hours in the sun. He had green eyes that reminded her of the moss covered trees in the woods she used to frequent after it rained. It represented a type of peace and tranquillity that she felt only when she was there, isolated from the world around her.

      Today he did not wear a jacket over his plain blue shirt and suspenders and she was able to admire how broad his shoulders seemed to be. She couldn’t help the blush that reddened her cheeks as her vision took in the corded muscles of his arms that showed where he had rolled up his shirt sleeves.

      “Thank you very much Deacon Mark,” Martha said still looking anywhere but at the man before her fearful that he would see how affected she was by his presence.

      “It was no trouble at all, Martha and please just call me Mark,” he requested.

      At his petition for her to refer to him by just his first name and not the title Martha felt a little giddy with the implications of such an appeal.

      “Thank you then Mark,” she returned, liking the way how his name rolled off her tongue.

      “Did you receive my gift?” he asked smiling down at her as he was much taller than her 5ft 5inches.

      She looked at him confused by his question as she did not recall him giving her anything other than the apples he had delivered to her home the day before. It suddenly dawned on her that he was referring to it and she quickly replied.

      “Yes thank you. I was about to thank you for them but I guess you beat me to it,” she replied, releasing a short laugh.

      After that it became awkward as neither knew how to proceed from there. Mark scratched the back of his neck which was a sign of his nervousness.

      “Well, uh, let me help you up,” he offered while gesturing to her buggy after some time of not saying anything.

      “Thank you,” Martha replied putting her small hand into his large calloused one that fit hers like a glove.

      The instant warmth of his hand sent a jolt of electricity up her arm causing her to raise her eyes to look at him. If he felt the current that just passed through her from their touch he didn’t show it as he kept his eyes focused on helping her up into the buggy. Once she was seated properly, she took the reins before turning to him.

      “Thank you so much for your help, Mark. It was a pleasure seeing you,” she spoke while plastering a sincere smile on her lips.

      Mark tipped his hat in acknowledgement before replying, “The pleasure was all mine Martha.”

      His moss green eyes held her blue eyes captive for quite some time before the honking of a horn drew them out of the trance like state they had found themselves in.

      “Goodbye for now, Martha. I’ll be hoping to see more of you soon,” Mark said, his voice exuding a confidence he didn’t have a few moments ago. It caused heat to travel up her neck and rest in her cheeks making them rose red for the second time since they met up. For fear that her voice would betray her, she provided a simple smile hoping he wasn’t focusing on how embarrassingly red her cheeks had become, She slapped the reins against the horse’s side and prodded him forward.

      As if a sixth sense was telling her that he was still looking in her direction, Martha turned to see Mark standing in the same position she left him, looking straight at her. She quickly ducked her head even as a broad smile made its way onto her lips and the feeling of butterflies in her stomach made her want to shout for joy.

      The feeling, though not new to her, was in a sense new territory as the only person who had ever elicited such a response from her was no longer a part of her life – she didn’t even know if he was still in the land of the living. No-one had heard anything fromSteven since he left.

      Perhaps it was better that way.

      Making her way to the pantry to put away the things she had bought at the market, her mind dwelt on her encounter with Mark. She couldn’t help the smile that was still spread across her features and she revelled in the feeling of regaining some semblance of her old self that was cruelly crushed by the harsh realities that her world had to offer.

      After putting away the goods, she decided to go out into the vegetable garden to do some weeding and keep her mind active as she no longer had a list of chores, or needy children to fill her time. She had not envisioned that she would have found herself missing such things, but here she was, with nothing much to do and more often than not it left her feeling empty.

      “Perhaps if I become Mark’s wife, I can once more feel needed. I will have a house to run, two children to take care of and a husband,” she spoke unaware of the path her mind had led her down. Realizing what left her mouth she laughed out loud as she sat on her haunches looking out across the farm lands that had not been tilled since Matthew’s death.

      Maybe she was reading too much into the Deacon’s actions, she thought to herself. Perhaps he was just being a good neighbour and was looking out for a poor widow. She would hate to entertain the idea of them becoming something more than neighbours, only to have it not be true and having him laugh in her face at her assumptions. In any event, she supposed the deacon could probably get anyone he so fancied, He was handsome and hardworking, while she on the other hand could probably be classified with the less than desirable things the community had to offer.

      She sighed deeply.

      After completing the task of weeding her vegetable garden, Martha decided that she still had energy to burn. So she dusted and swept every surface she could find in the house before making her way to the kitchen to prepare dinner for her and Leah. As the beef stew she decided on was simmering in the pot, she decided to finish what her daughter had started earlier that morning and proceeded to peel the apples for the apple pie she would be making.

      When she was finished, she went to freshen herself by taking a long shower and then releasing her hair from the bun to brush away the tangles. She felt refreshed and opted to take a short nap before Leah got home. Even as she tried to sleep her mind forced her to think about Mark and the possibility of them together. As such she drifted off into sleep and had a dream that starred her and the lowly deacon.

      “And do you promise to love and protect Martha?” Pastor Hans asked Mark who was staring directly into Martha’s eyes.

      The feeling of elation that washed over her when he responded positively to the question had Martha shooting hoops on the inside but just as she was about to respond to the same question posed to her by the pastor, a familiar voice interjected and  interrupted the ceremony.

      “Wait!” came Stephens voice “You can’t do this Martha. You don’t love him; you love me.”

      She felt her heart constrict and when she turned to face the man who she had given her heart to so long ago, she became confused. Mark was patiently waiting by her side for her answer but none was forthcoming. As she looked from him to Stephen her irresoluteness between the two men highlighting the dilemma she had found herself in.

      Instead of providing either man with an answer she found herself lifting her skirt and running. The more they called after her, the faster she ran. With a start she awoke to sounds coming from the room opposite hers.

      Leah was home.

      The following Sunday was church and it was slated to be held at Pastor Hans’ home. Martha was anxious as it meant she would be seeing Mark whom she had not seen since their encounter five days ago.

      Martha had hoped he would have visited her and was put out when he did not. Even if he had simply stopped by to deliver more apples, at least it would be a clear indication that he was interested. Now as she fixed her straight blue dress her mind was on him and whether or not he would speak with her after service.

      It all was overwhelming, trying to determine whether or not the man had genuine interest in her or was as her mind had warned her simply being neighbourly.

      Fixing the prayer kapp securely over her hair, she smoothed down her dress once more before exiting her room and headed for the porch where Leah currently stood, looking out at nothing in particular as she waited for her.

      “What are you thinking?” Martha asked when she made no move to push away from the porch beam to which she currently clung.

      “Nothing in particular,” she replied simply when she finally focused on her mother before moving away from the beam.

      Martha suspected Leah was bothered by something but decided to let it be for now. Heaving herself up and into the driver’s seat of the buggy she waited for her daughter to join her before the two were off.

      Nearing the service venue Martha saw Mark before he spotted her but opted to keep out of his line of sight at least until service was over. She watched as he entered the large barn where everyone was currently gathering as service would begin soon.

      When she entered the barn, she decided to take a seat closer to the back where she would be obscured from view as the other women came piling in and sat before her blocking her presence. Mark was currently standing beside the preacher as he was slated to give a brief teaching before they received the main word from Pastor Hans.

      As he spoke, Martha found herself riveted by his deep baritone voice and by the charisma with which he spoke about Jesus’ teaching on loving thy neighbour as thyself – she thought the message was convenient and it brought her mind to her earlier thoughts. Perhaps he truly was being neighbourly and had no interest in her past that.

      As soon as service ended, Martha slipped out of the barn eager to get some fresh air and time to collect her thoughts before the usual chatter commenced as persons milled around while waiting for the afternoon meal that was being prepared to serve. She walked towards the small meadow that was behind the barn happy that no one had seen where she went and content to get some time to herself.

      Coming upon a small pond where a mother duck and her offspring were currently paddling across, she stopped and took a seat by the huge willow tree whose branches hung so low that some of the leaves were immersed in the water giving it the appearance of sapping up the liquid through its tips.

      She stared out at the scene before her, marvelling at how free the ducks were as they had the opportunity to come and go as they pleased – something she had never been privy to.

      “Beautiful isn’t it?” came the voice of the man that currently had her mind in turmoil.

      Whipping her head in his direction, she offered up a small smile.

      “Hello Mark,” she answered pleasantly.

      “Hello Martha,” he repeated her greeting after inserting her name.

      Coming closer he stood looming over her as she stared up at his smiling face even as his green eyes captured hers.

      “Do you mind if I sit Martha?” he asked her and she felt a sudden leap of her heart and butterflies gliding over each other in her stomach as her mind processed his request.

      “Ah sure, sure,” she managed to blurt out before scooting over so that he could take a position beside her.

      The two sat in silence for a while just staring at the ducks who circled the pond continually and on occasion half immersed themselves in the murky water before shaking themselves dry.

      “There is something I have been meaning to talk to you about,” he said suddenly causing Martha’s heartbeat to race at an alarming speed.

      “Oh yes?” she asked expectantly as she turned her attention to him.

      He simply nodded his response and she waited with anticipation for him to continue.

      “I have thought about this long and hard Martha and I know that I may be rejected by you but I feel I owe it to myself and to you to tell you how I feel.”

      Again her heart picked up speed as it beat erratically against her chest, the sound hammering against her ears.

      “And how is that?” she asked, her voice suddenly breathy from the activities taking place in her body.

      Turning to her, he took both her hands into his and again she felt the jolt of electricity like what she had felt the last time he held her hands. Surprised she stared into his eyes that had become much darker than she had ever seen them almost reflecting the colour of the murky pond water. He stared intently into her eyes and she opened her mouth to take in a gulp of air to calm her nerves.

      “When my wife died I was devastated and I never thought I would ever have the slightest bit of feelings for anyone like I had for her. Over the past year though I realized that my thinking had shifted and try as I might to deny it, I can’t. I have grown quite fond of you Martha,” he confessed still staring at her.

      Her breath caught in her throat at his revelation, not sure how to respond as in no time had Matthew ever express his feelings to her. Throughout their courtship he had simply collected her at her home and took her for a spin in his buggy around the community. The only words he ever spoke to her about was what he expected from a wife. In those times she had simply nodded her head or provided monosyllabic responses as anything more than that would earn her a disapproving glare from him or a lecture about women keeping silent.

      “I-I don’t know wh-what to say,” she stuttered trying to find the appropriate words.

      Placing her hand around her neck, she continued to stare at him afraid that she would say something to put him off.

      “You don’t have to say anything right now,” he offered. “I just need you to think about my proposition. Martha I would like to court you with the hope of getting your hand in marriage.”

      Raising himself to his feet, he held his hand for her to take it.

      “I reckon, they should have started sharing the afternoon’s meal. Shall we go back?”

      “Certainly,” she replied reaching for his hand and allowing him to lift her up. She was truly grateful for his thoughtfulness. He had not pushed her to give him an answer immediately and his decision to change the subject made her respect him more.

      When they made it back to where the others were gathered for the afternoon meal, the first thing she noticed was Anne’s eyes trained on him,  and then on her when she and Mark parted to sit with their respective gender. She tried her best not to look in the pernicious woman’s way and took a seat as further away from her as possible.

      Martha kept her chatter to a minimum choosing to focus on enjoying the plate of stew and biscuits that were before her. She also did not want to draw any unwanted attention from Anne who she could tell was eager to find out what was happening between the deacon and herself. For someone who was married to a deacon herself, Anne sure did not live up to the title. Instead of being a docile female with great Godly attributes, in Martha’s opinion she was a busybody who only went around stirring up trouble whenever she could. Most of the females had now come to realize the type of person she was, and Martha was one of them.

      “I saw you coming back with the deacon after service,” Leah said as Martha pulled away from their neighbour’s farm.

      “I think he would make an excellent stepfather,” she continued mischievously throwing a sideway glance at her mother.

      Martha internally rolled her eyes at her daughter’s not so subtle attempt to tell her that she approved of her and Mark; not that anything was even there – yet.

      “Oh you do, do you…” Martha replied playing along, “And whose stepfather should he be?” she asked turning to give her daughter a pointed stare.

      “Someone who has children of course,” she replied while smiling, “And she should be just about his age, with blond hair, blue eyes and a smatter of freckles across her nose like you do,” she finished.

      “And where is he going to find someone that is 'just like me'?”

      “Well…” Leah began with a mischievous glint. “Seeing as there is no one that would have all the attributes that you have, why should he settle for a replica when he can get the original?”

      Martha laughed at her daughter’s reasoning knowing exactly what she had planned to say.

      “We will let him choose if he wants someone that is close to the original, or is the original, okay?” she asked after her laughter died down.

      “Fair enough,” Leah replied contemplatively.

      “What about you my darling?” Martha asked turning the tables on her daughter. “Have you still not found anyone that might have peaked your fancy?”

      At this Leah averted her eyes to look ahead as she intertwined her fingers that rested in her lap.

      “Leah, honey what’s wrong?” Martha asked concerned at her daughter’s reaction to her question.

      “It’s nothing really,” Leah said turning to face her mother once more with a huge smile on her face to hide her prior reaction. “I haven’t found anyone in the community mother but maybe give it a year or two. I don’t know maybe my mind will change,” she reasoned.

      Martha was not satisfied with the response she gave as she had witnessed the shadow of fear that had transformed her daughter’s face just moments ago. Something was definitely the matter but she knew Leah wasn’t going to tell her so she would probably have to get to the bottom of it herself.

      “Maybe if you had stayed back at after service singing you could have gotten your chance,” Martha spoke pointedly.

      “I doubt it,” she said and once more Martha noticed the shadow that slipped into her eyes before it disappeared.
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* * *

      Martha was becoming restless. Why hadn’t Mark made a move yet? It has been nearly a week since he had confessed his feelings for her, yet he had not come to visit. Maybe he had changed his mind, or he was very busy and just couldn’t find the time to visit, she reasoned with herself. Both conclusions only left her feeling more antsy and every vehicle that passed the house had her looking out in hopes that it would be Mark. Everytime it proved to be someone just passing by her home, leaving her with a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach.

      “Hello Martha, enjoying the weather?” asked Claire, one of her good friends who lived two farms away from her.

      “Hello Claire, you can say that,” she replied getting up off the porch to greet her.

      “It has been a while,” she confessed as both women embraced. “Would you like to come in for a piece of pie and some coffee?” she offered grateful for the company and not wanting the visit to end anytime soon.

      “Yes thank you. Is it your world famous chocolate pie?” the woman asked, already eager to partake in the gifts Martha had to offer.

      Martha had always been a good cook. For that she was constantly commended, with her visitors eager to consume her sumptuous dishes. Matthew’s presence had always deterred persons from stopping by as he didn’t encourage it – “I don’t like people in my home Martha,” he had warned one day when he had come home to witness her having tea with Claire and her neighbour Hannah who had just married Jonas.

      “They just came to pay a friendly visit and I had been meaning to invite Hannah over to congratulate her. What should I tell them?” she asked earning a deep scowl from him.

      “Just don’t do it again,” he grumbled before leaving out the back door to tend to the animals.

      It was funny how things changed. Now Martha could entertain as much as she wanted and whomever she pleased.

      “So what brings you by?” Martha asked her friend even as she placed a thick slice of chocolate cake on a plate for her.

      Putting the cup of coffee she had raised to her lips, Claire turned her attention to Martha.

      “Well I genuinely wanted to see you. I realized we haven’t seen much of each other for the past month,” Claire responded before pausing for a while. “I also saw you and Deacon Mark after last Sunday’s Service,” she resumed speaking, her voice taking on a note of curiosity this time.

      “And?” asked Martha already knowing where the conversation was headed.

      “Oh, I was merely curious if you’ve taken my advice and are ready to think about marriage again. I told you before Martha, you’re not too old to find love a second time and I mean it,” her friend said before raising the fork with the piece of cake she had speared to her lips.

      “Well, he did tell me that he was interested in courting me,” Martha confessed.

      “Really?” Claire asked pleased. “What did you say? I hope you told him yes.”

      Martha laughed at her friend’s excitement over her budding relationship with Mark but sought to put some things into perspective.

      “I didn’t give him an answer.”

      At this Claire’s face fell with her disappointment and Martha rushed on to clarify.

      “He told me to think about it before I answered and that he wasn’t in any rush.”

      “But what is there to think about?” she asked uncomprehending the need for a delay. “You like him don’t you?” she asked her in a tone you would use with a daft child.

      “Of course I like him but I also like the fact that he wants to give me time to think about it. He is such a considerate man, not at all like Matthew,” she reasoned.

      “That you are tight about. He is nothing like Matthew,” Claire agreed. “But don’t wait too long to give him your answer, you know there are other women in the community, even young ones who have been pining after him ever since his wife died. You have the advantage now; push through before someone else pulls a wool over his eyes,” Claire encouraged her.

      After Claire’s visit Martha sat thinking about what she had said. Perhaps she should take matters into her own hands. If the mountain won’t come to Mohammed than Mohammed would have to go to the mountain. She was definitely going to take things into her own hands.

      After supper she informed Leah that she was going out before hitching up the buggy and heading across town to Mark’s farm.

      “Martha! What are you….” Mark started surprised when he opened his door to see her on his porch.

      “Hi Mark,” she interrupted. “Can we talk?” she rushed out before her resolve broke.

      “Of course,” he agreed moving aside to grant her access.

      “Oh no, I thought we could perhaps take a stroll?” she asked hopefully.

      At this he smiled before nodding his head.

      “I brought you an apple pie that I made from the apples you brought on your last visit,” she said, lifting the paper bag that held the pastry.

      “Thank you Martha,” he answered, smiling and genuinely pleased.

      “Why don’t you come in while I put this away?” he asked her and she complied and followed him towards the kitchen that was attached to the main house and not separate like hers. When they entered his two sons looked up just as surprised as their father had been.

      “Boys, you remember Miss Martha don’t you?”

      “Yes, hello Miss Martha,” they both answered in unison.

      “This is Samuel,” he said pointing to the older looking boy of the two who had the same curly blond hair and green eyes of his father. He appeared to be around seven. “And this little trouble here is Jonathan,” he finished pointing to the younger of the two who though he had curly hair it was brown in colour and his eyes were more hazel than green.

      “It is a pleasure to meet you both,” Martha beamed at them earning smiles that were equally as pleased as hers.

      “Boys I am going to be out in the back garden talking to Miss Martha if you need me. When I get back we can share this wonderful pie she made for us, okay?”

      At the mention of pie both boys nodded with pleasure and Martha’s heart lifted in jubilation to be able to bring such happiness to the precious little boys. She was already imagining mornings rising to prepare their meals and watching them bounding cheerily into the kitchen eager to taste her cooking and to receive a compliment from her. Mark would then walk in and place a kiss on her ready lips before taking his position at the table to compliment her cooking like he would do every day.

      “So what is on your mind Martha?” he asked as they strolled side by side through the meadow that surrounded his property. She ran her hand over the tall grasses marvelling at their inflexibility even as she internalized her approach to the situation.

      “I thought about what you said last Sunday,” she started after a moment of them just walking listlessly around. The setting sun cast the last of its rays on the vegetation, painting the landscape in a deep orange hue flecked with purple and red. The array of colours reminded her of the many colours of the rainbow. Wildflowers of different assorted colours combined with splendid hue created by the sun to radiate a palette of new colours.

      “And I gather you have an answer for me?” he asked, his voice sounding anxious.

      “Yes I do,” she replied as they stopped under an oak tree at the edge just where the forest began. She turned her attention fully on him.

      “My answer is yes, Mark, I would very much like you to court me because I too have grown very fond of you and I can’t seem to stop myself from thinking about you. I feel like a school girl again and maybe I am too old to be feeling this way but I just can’t help it,” she confessed, feeling herself starting to blush.

      “Hey, don’t say that,” he comforted finally placing a hand over her cheek. “I find it cute that I make you feel that way,” he continued in a pleased tone. “And you aren’t old, you’re just perfect,” he finished staring intently into her eyes, the truth in his words reflected there.

      Suddenly he bent his head and captured her lips in a kiss. It caught her off guard but it was also very pleasant and sent a jolt of current through her body causing her a slight buzz as his warm lips molded over hers seared her with heat. She was again caught by surprise when she felt his hand elsewhere but then he quickly pulled away from her his face showing his embarrassment.

      “I am so sorry Martha. I don’t know what came over me,” she apologized. “Forgive me?” he earnestly pleaded.

      “Of course,” she answered in a light tone to let him know all was forgiven.

      The only thing was she had felt a sense of disappointment when he chose to stop and with the absence of his hands and his lips she felt empty. It had been quite a long time since he had experienced anything close to affection, and that hadn’t been with Matthew.

      It had been from her adventures with Stephen.

      Her husband had only been content with getting his own pleasure. No touching or kissing had been necessary for him. With Mark she could tell that it would be different however – maybe even as good as what she had shared with Stephen. It made her excited about a union between them even more.

      “However I am not at all an innocent woman, Mark so you needn’t feel too beat up over what happened. I imagine when we are married you won’t be apologizing ever so often for the things that you will do to me,” she finished trying to lighten the mood. Her comment elicited a smile from him and she was truly happy that he seemed to have a sense of humour as well.

      “I like the sound of that, when we are married; because trust me I can’t wait to do more things with you that I won’t have to apologize for,” he joined in her jesting. This caused heat to rush up her neck and flush her cheeks even as her body responded to the double entendre of his words.

      “Let us get back, it seems to be getting dark,” he said holding out his hand for her to take. As soon as her fingers folded over his rigid arm shocks of pleasure travelled through the tips and up her arm. The smile she still sported seemed to have become a permanent fixture and she could not remove it even if she tries.

      “I will be coming by tomorrow after work so that we can have a stroll,” Mark offered as he held the reins of the horse after helping her get situated in the buggy.

      “That would be lovely Mark,” she beamed down at him. “Please bring the boys, I can prepare a meal for us all and it will be no trouble as Leah will watch them while we go out.”

      “Ok,” he agreed smiling up at her before handing her the horse straps and slapping her horse’s side prompting it to move off.
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* * *

      That night Martha lay in her bed unable to sleep as she anticipated the arrival of day. She felt silly at her reaction but like she told Mark she really could not control it. She felt like the teenager she had been many years ago who fell in love with the gangly teenager who shunned authority but knew how to make her body come alive with excitement.  The feelings she felt for Mark were similar but unlike Stephen, Mark was mature and responsible things she always wanted in a man. For that reason she was appreciative of Matthew as he was reliable in that sense.

      But Mark was a mixture of the two combined. November couldn’t come quick enough as she was sure they would be taking that leap together then.  She was eagerly looking forward to the explosive time they would have together if the sexual tension they felt around each other was anything to go by.

      Things were looking up – she was getting a second chance at happiness.
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* * *

      Martha and Mark had been courting for the past three months and things could not be any better. From their stolen kisses and surprise picnics and family dinners where his boys and Leah were included, everything was truly looking up.

      “Martha, walk with me?” Mark asked after she had just shared desert for his boys and her daughter.

      “Sure,” she replied adjusting her prayer kapp over her hair and smoothing out the apron she wore over her blue tunic as she waited for him to rise from his seat. “Leah, can you take care of this?” Martha asked gesturing to the dishes packed in the basin by the door that needed to be washed.

      “Yes mother I will,” she promised before Martha and Mark slipped through the back door.

      The two walked until they came to the forested area at the edge of her property. There was a partially dense area where the trees formed a thicket blocking them from prying eyes.

      “Why are you so serious Mark?” Martha asked him after they had come to a halt under a walnut tree. For the entire time they had been walking he had not said a word and his face was made up as if he was in deep concentration.

      “I’m sorry if I scared you Martha,” he apologized. “I just really wanted this moment to be perfect and I fear that I might trip over my words,” he confessed.

      The breath caught in her throat as she realized what was happening and instinctively her hand went to her neck an action she did whenever she was gobsmacked.

      “My intentions are the same as before Martha, and I truly believe that we are ready for the next step. So if you are willing to have me, I want you to become my wife.”

      Instead of answering she found herself jumping into his arms which caught him by surprise and made him imbalanced. They both fell to the grass covered ground with her atop him and she began to rain kisses over his face before she answered his question.

      “I have been waiting for you to ask since the day I accepted your courtship,” she replied to a smiling Mark.

      “Well I’ve been itching to ask long before that,” he commented and earned an even bigger smile from her.

      Martha lay her head on his chest listening to the steady beat of his heart even as he placed a hand on her back and rubbed soothingly. She revelled in the attention loving the feel of his hand over her clothed flesh and eager to feel the direct heat from his large calloused hand.

      The announcement of their impending nuptials was made public knowledge at the church the following week to much applause and congratulatory hugs and handshakes. Most persons were happy for them but a few were a little put off, especially the women who had been interested in him.

      The most evident displeasure came from Anne.

      “I do hope you are able to keep yourself for your husband, Martha as it was a dying shame what happened between you and that heathen,” Anne spoke after an opportunity presented itself for the two of them to in the same vicinity and away from listening ears.

      “Hello Anne,” Martha answered pleasantly though she was far from it. “Is there a reason you followed me all the way out here?”

      “I just wanted to congratulate you on yet another marriage,” she answered innocently.

      “Then why do you bring up the past?” she asked seriously staring into the vindictive woman’s eyes daring her to be straight with her.

      Her stomach roiled with the possibility that Anne could cause mischief for her and Mark and she truly wanted to know what her angle was now.

      “Oh, I truly wasn’t trying to offend you,” she replied with a sly smile. “I am simply concerned about you and Mark. I remember the state of your marriage to Matthew back then but I was not able to do anything to help you get back on the right track. But we are neighbours, you and Mark and I.”

      Martha wanted to scoff at her response but refrained from doing so as she waited for the vile woman to continue.

      “I just want you to remember the good bible says we should not covet thy neighbour’s property and that we should not commit adultery. Those two are truly heinous crimes,” she shuddered. “Don’t you agree?”

      “What do you want, Anne?” Martha asked sternly her patience having worn out.

      The woman turned her sky blue eyes on her with a conniving smile on her lips.

      “Oh, just to inform you that your former lover, the heathen is back in town. Word has it he’s coming back for good to take over old man Walkin’s furniture business.”

      At the mention of Stephen Martha felt her heart beat erratically and the air whooshed out of her lungs as her mouth parted in fear and surprise.

      “Wh-what?” she stuttered as she placed a hand around her neck in disbelief. Of all the times for him to show up why did it have to be now?

      “You heard me. He’s taking over his father’s company,” she reaffirmed.

      “I would hate to see poor Mark be led into something that will only cause him pain in the end…” Anne droned on but Martha wasn’t listening; she was a blubbering mess. Without a word Martha turned and made her way to Mark who had promised to take her on an evening stroll after service.

      “Are you alright?” he asked with concern etched on his face as she approached him looking ashen and scared.

      “No, I think I need to go home,” she replied.

      Without another word he steered her towards the buggy and after helping her up he informed Leah that they were leaving and that she could come when she was ready with the boys.

      “Is it something that you ate?” Mark asked when she was finally situated in the living room of her home with her back propped against a pillow on the sofa.

      “No, I didn’t eat anything. It’s nothing like that,” she assured him. Martha looked at the man who had brought life back into her life and thought about how much she had grown to love him. The truth was she was still in love with Stephen as well and she wondered if she was strong enough not to succumb to his charms and fall back into the pattern they had developed the last time he had been back. She truly did not want to hurt Mark but the situation was not as cut and dried as it was with Matthew.

      “I need to tell you something,” she said looking into his green eyes that showed only his love and concern for her. Her heart broke at the possibility that the same eyes would come to reflect only hatred and disdain for her after what she had to tell him.

      “What is it?” he asked eager to know how he could help her.

      Martha sat up straight and offered him a seat beside her.

      “There is something I have to tell you and it isn’t very pleasant,” she started. “When I was in high school, I had a boyfriend. We loved each other very much but he wasn’t compliant with the Ordhung and so we kept our relationship a secret.” Martha turned cautious eyes towards Mark to see that he was listening to her intently. She averted her eyes, afraid she wouldn’t be able to continue if she saw them transform before her.

      “I lost my virginity to him but then he left the community. He left me and I was heartbroken. My father pushed me to marry Matthew even though we didn’t love each other. After a time I got used to the routine that my life had become especially with the birth of my children. But then he came back and I couldn’t resist him because the love I had for him was still present.” This time she turned to look him straight in the eyes as she finished what she had to say.

      He was still staring at her but his expression was unreadable and she cringed inwardly as she imagined what could be going through his head.

      “I committed adultery Mark,” she revealed as the tears stained her cheeks.

      “What is his name?” he asked after some time of silence, his voice flat and void of emotion.

      “Stephen Walkins,” she replied softly.

      “The Stephen Walkins that just came back to the community?” he asked and she couldn’t force the words to leave her mouth so she simply nodded.

      Mark let out a heavy breath before turning away from her to look ahead and her heart plummeted to the bottom of her stomach.

      “Do you still love him?” he finally asked.

      She sat for a while thinking about her feelings for Stephen.

      “I don’t know, maybe,” she responded honestly. “I will understand if you no longer find me suitable Mark,” she responded as she arose ready to grant him his wish to leave if he so chose.

      Sighing he rose and came to stand before her and took her hands in his. Martha looked up at him confused as she was expecting him to shun her.

      “I’m not mad at you Martha,” he confessed. “You were young and your father should not have done what he did. I’ve lived for quite some time now and I know for certain that it isn’t always easy to give up on someone just because they aren’t a part of what you believe in. I also know that it can cause you to become confused. I won’t judge you for that for I am sure you have been in turmoil over it long enough.”

      Martha stared at him stunned by his response. How could he not want to call her out of her name and cast judgement at her feet like she was sure the whole community would have done if they knew.

      “The only thing I am now concerned about is where your heart lies. I will give you some time to think about it and when you are sure about your response you can let me know,” he spoke giving her hand a slight squeeze before turning and retrieving his hat and jacket.

      “I want you to think about what will make you happy and not what will make the other person happy Martha, or you will never truly feel free and committed to your faith,’ he said before leaving her alone with her thoughts.

      For the entire week, Martha remained at home fearful of running into Stephen. Mark had not visited either and it left her feeling lonely as she missed the evening strolls they went on and the meals they shared as a family with his two boys and Leah.

      She had finally been warming up to the idea of what the word 'family' really meant but now it seemed like it was being taken away from her. On the other hand, maybe this was a chance for her and Stephen to rekindle their romance and finally take a leap of faith together.

      If Stephen truly loved her, then he would want what’s best for her, and not force her into doing things against her will.  He would understand her need for commitment, and not secret rendezvous in old dilapidated buildings and thickly forested areas.

      Her chance to attain what was his true intentions towards her came one day while she was at home doing some washing. She heard a loud knock on the front door which surprised her as she wasn’t expecting visitors. Drying her hand on a towel she went to open the door. Before her stood Stephen, tall and strapping with the most vibrant green eyes that had always been her kryptonite.

      “Hello Martha,” he greeted her with a huge smile on his face.

      “Stephen, you’re here,” she replied flustered.

      “In the flesh,” he smiled once more displaying the dimples on either side of his cheeks. “I brought you some peaches,” he said holding up a pail full of the succulent fruit.

      “Please come in,” she ushered him inside and he gladly obliged.

      Stephen followed her into the dining room and placed the pail on the table as she stood nervously watching him. Without warning, he turned and embraced her. Instinctively her hands went around his neck taking in his male scent. Finally catching up on herself she released him and put some space between them.

      His green eyes followed her actions keenly.

      “So how have you been?” she asked trying to keep her mind focused and to pull off a less than nervous attitude.

      “I have been good,” he replied still watching her. “I heard you were engaged to a deacon,” he continued in a careful conversational tone.

      “Oh yes,” she quickly responded. “Mark is a lovely man…”

      “Do you love him?” Stephen interrupted her.

      Looking him straight in the eyes she replied, “I do love him.”

      “More than how you love me?” he challenged.

      At this Martha cringed as she had no clear response for the question. She knew that she loved them both but to whom she felt more affectionate she could not say. Perhaps if he had come back a few months ago, without a doubt she would have been able to tell him that no one could hold a candle to the love she had for him. But it was different now. She genuinely loved Mark and the love she felt for him was on equal standing with what she felt for Stephen.

      “That is not important Stephen, I am marrying Mark,” she affirmed.

      In one swift motion he was upon her and he crushed her to his chest as his lips came down on hers. She gasped in surprise and he used it to slip his tongue into her mouth and explored the wet caverns. She found herself melt in his arms and her arms went around his neck as she kissed him fervently. After a few minutes of revelling in the feel of him her senses kicked back into full gear and she pushed away from him.

      “What are you doing?” she asked perturbed.

      Ignoring her question he asked one of his own. “Does he kiss you like this? To the point that your heart races and your toes curl with the pleasure of feeling my lips on yours?”

      “Stephen, stop!” she warned. “I love Mark and I’m marrying him. He’s giving me everything I’ve ever wanted,” she affirmed.

      “But he’s not me, Martha,” he challenged.

      She started to respond but he continued. “I came back with the intention of picking up on where we left off. You said that I didn’t have anything to offer you but now I do. I have a home of my own, a business and I want to marry you. I want you by my side,” he spoke earnestly as he held her clammy hand in his.

      “Why are you doing this to me Stephen?” she asked in a strangled voice.

      “Because I love you,” he replied.

      At this the doorbell rang causing her to recoil from his touch as she looked at him nervously before going to open the door.

      “Martha, it is good to see you still clothed and ready to receive visitors,” spoke Anne who stood at her door with an insincere smile.

      “What do you want Anne?” Martha asked beyond irritated by the woman’s constant interference.

      “To simply witness the work of the good Lord,” she replied cheekily just as a buggy pulled up to the gate. Looking behind the woman she realized who it belonged to and could only guess that this was a doing of the vile woman before her.

      “You know Anne, the bible also says that we should pray for our enemies and for those who despitefully use and abuse you, so that is what I will be doing for you,” Martha said giving her a pointed stared.

      “When have I ever…” Anne spoke with indignation but Martha cut her off, “Save it I am in no mood for the melodrama.” Just as she finished, Mark came bounding up the stairs of the porch.

      “Is everything okay?” he asked his voice breathless and concerned, “I rushed over here as fast as I could.”

      “What are you talking about?” she asked confused.

      “Anne said you had an emergency,” he explained equally confused. Just then Stephen came to the door – the real reason Anne had gone out of her way to get him over there.

      “Oh, I see you have company,” he responded in a dejected voice earning a curious glance from Anne.

      “Surely you are not going to leave your fiancé in the company of another man Deacon?” Anne asked with masked concern. “We can’t be ignorant of the devil’s devices and let him through the door that is how families are destroyed,” she reasoned with an air of piety.

      “Thank you for your concern Anne. But I trust Martha to do what is right,” he said fixing his stare on her. He then turned to Stephen and held out his hand, “I apologize, I forgot my manners. I am Deacon Mark Shultz.”

      Stephen took his hand and shook it carefully. “It is good to meet you Deacon. I am…”

      “Stephen Walkins. I know. Martha told me about you,” he spoke up cutting Stephen off mid-sentence.

      “Oh,” he replied warily as Anne’s eyes bugged out of their sockets at the fact that she no longer had her leverage with which to use to torment Martha.

      “You can stay. I was just about to leave and I think Martha has something to tell you,” he said pointedly stepping through the door and proceeding down the steps without a backward glance.

      “Well it seems all is well,” Anne said in her insincere tone, “I’ll just be going.”

      Neither Martha nor Mark bothered to acknowledge her and she left the two of them staring at each other.

      “So what is it that you have to tell me?” Mark asked cautiously after she ushered him inside.

      “Stephen asked me to marry him,” she replied carefully watching his expression.

      “And what was your answer?” he asked, his face revealing nothing of what he was feeling.

      “I didn’t answer. Anne interrupted us and then you arrived.”

      “And if we had not interrupted what would it have been?” he asked undeterred by her response.

      “I don’t know Mark,” she responded exasperated at his lack of emotion. “Why can’t you just tell me how you feel about this? Shout at me, anything!” She was raising her voice in exasperation.

      “Because I am waiting for you to tell me how you truly feel Martha,” he responded evenly, looking at her intently.

      Sighing, he rose from the chair he occupied.

      “I truly need you to be honest with me and yourself, and until that happens the wedding is off.” He raised a hand to stop her protest as he finished, “I love you Martha, believe me I do, and as much as I want you to be apart of my life, I want you to be happy. If Stephen is who makes you happy I will step aside and let you be with him.”

      Martha started crying.

      “But it looks as if that is what you are doing now,” she sobbed into his shirt. He simply rubbed her back calming her before he disentangled himself and left.

      Stephen had been by the house two times after that. Martha had told him that she needed time to think, which he gave her. She only saw Mark at the service on Sunday, but they barely exchanged words. He left as soon as it was over, leaving her sad and miserable.
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* * *

      “Mother, I have something to tell you,” came Leah’s tentative voice as Martha stooped to check on the cherry pie she was baking in the oven.

      Rising to her full height she turned to her daughter whose face showed signs of distress.

      “What is it Leah?” she asked her motherly instincts kicking into gear.

      “I met someone but he isn’t from here,” she started off slowly.

      Martha suddenly felt light about her daughter. At last she was opening up.

      “Go on,” Martha encouraged.

      “I have been seeing him whenever he visits Miss Yoder. He’s her nephew…”

      Martha’s heart plummeted in her chest as she listened to her daughter speak about a situation that was all too familiar to her.

      “He wants me to come away with him to live amongst the Englischers but I told him I can’t. He says there is no way he would ever want to live as an Amish and  I just feel awful.”

      Taking her daughter’s face in her hands she looked lovingly into her eyes.

      “You've just turned sixteen, Leah, and he represents everything that you can’t get here. But if you give it time you can find that everything you’ve always wanted is right here, you don't have to go anywhere to get it. It will hurt now, but over time it gets better and then with God you will feel nothing,” she encouraged.

      “Whatever you decide, I am here for you though,” she finished and Leah hugged her tightly, grateful for the word of advice from her mother.

      Now Martha finally realized that the answer was always in front of her, and she knew what she had to do. Lifting her daughter’s face she wiped the tears from her cheeks and gave her a kiss on her forehead.

      “There is something I need to do. I will be back,” she advised her daughter before heading for her shawl to put around her shoulders as she made her way to the buggy and to the man she loved.
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* * *

      “What are you doing here, Martha?” Mark asked, confused. He thought she would have needed more time to think about her decision.

      “I should have told you from the first time that I chose you, but I guess I just needed to get my mind prepared for the fact that I would have to hurt one of you to get my happiness.”

      “You chose me?” he asked disbelievingly even as a smile spread across his face.

      “I chose you because I love you, and I realize this is where I belong, with you. You represent what I have been searching for all my life and I want to spend the time I have remaining on Earth showing you just how much I care.”

      Reaching his hand around her waist he pulled her to him and gently kissed her lips.

      “I love you Martha.”

      “And I love you, Mark.”

      Again he embraced her as he showered kisses on top of her head. The boys appeared, curious as to what was keeping their father, and they too were enveloped in the hug. Told that Martha was to be their new mother, they squealed with happiness.

      
        The End

      

      

      Six months later

      Martha looked lovingly at her husband as he helped their son to build a wooden truck. She watched with awe, marveling at how much they had transformed her life. If she had to go back and make a choice, he would always come out on top – he was her home.
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      Emma felt the bile rise to her throat and quickly reached for the waste bin she kept under the bed. After emptying the remaining contents of her stomach, she flopped back on top of the bed as her head began to swim. This was the third time since this morning she had vomited. She’d been sick more times than she could count over the past week. The nausea did not dissipate since its appearance and was becoming a problem. Between this and grieving for Josef, she was completely drained – maxed out.

      It had been more than a month since her husband Josef died in a lightning storm; a month since she felt whole – alive. He had been her everything and she had thought their love would be forever; that it was they who would grow old together and have handsome brown-haired, green-eyed boys that looked like him and beautiful blond-haired, blue-eyed girls that looked like her. Theirs would be a love that transcended time; only she was the only one left to carry on loving.

      Her heart constricted as his laughing green eyes and the wide smile that he wore, showcasing his straight white teeth, came into her mind’s eye. Tears rolled down her cheeks unattended and she clutched her mid-section as the pain and the weight of her loss rocked her body. After the tears subsided, she decided to go downstairs and make some tea in an attempt to calm her frazzled nerves.

      She passed through the large living room that held so many memories of her and her husband, but, determined to complete the task she set out to do, her steps did not falter. She immediately went to the pile of wood set beside the stove, and, taking up enough pieces to heat the stove, she placed them into the fire chamber before lighting it. She then proceeded to fill the kettle with water and placed it on the stove’s surface to be heated.

      As soon as the whistle sounded, she poured the hot water over the sprig of mint in the cup and added a spoon of sugar. She then took a seat in a chair around the table and began to sip her hot beverage. Unavoidably, her mind went back to Josef and about the time they spent in this very kitchen.

      “Josef, I miss you,” she whispered in the silence of the room as fresh tears dampened her cheeks. “Why did you have to leave, why?” Her hold on the tea cup tightened and her head began to pound and she rested her head on the table as she allowed her sorrow to overtake her.

      Finally she pulled herself together, enough to get her into the living room and to the rocking chair Joseph had intricately designed – it was a gift and a promise of things to come. He had spent hours out in the shed making sure that all the details were perfect on the chair. The interior was upholstered in a multi-colored seat cushioning and back support and her aching body sank comfortably into the soft yet sturdy chair.

      The chair had been made on their third anniversary. It was his hope that they would have a little one to rock in it. Tonight she was the only one rocking in it. The back and forth movement of the chair slowly lulled her to sleep.

      “Emma!”

      Jerking at the sudden call of her name, she took in her surroundings and realized she was still in the rocker.

      “Emma, open up!” came the demanding voice once more. It catapulted her from her seat and she made the effort to focus on what was going on.

      “Who is it?” she called out. Light was streaming through the light curtains hung at the two windows facing across from the room.

      “It’s Elsie,” came the voice from behind the front door.

      Sighing, Emma made her way across the foyer and opened the door to let her sister in.

      “I have been calling for nearly ten minutes. Are you okay?” she asked as she inspected Emma’s attire, which consisted of her simple cotton nightgown and bed slippers. Her curly blond hair lay in tangles around her heart-shaped face.

      “Good morning to you too, sister,” she replied. “There is no reason for your concern. I was only sleeping.”

      “Emma, it is ten in the morning,” her sister sad in a concerned tone. “I have never seen you sleep past seven.”

      Emma's eyes widened as she looked at the clock above the door. The positioning of the hands showed that it was indeed after ten. How had she managed to sleep so long?

      “I overslept, that’s all,” she replied, in a manner bordering on nonchalance as she turned towards the living room area once more. Elsie followed her inside and kept an observant eye on her as she repositioned herself in the rocking chair by the heater in the back of the room.

      “Did you sleep down here?” she asked after a time.

      Emma knew the lecture that was coming but like all other old habits she could not lie to her.

      “I came down to get a cup of tea in the middle of the night and I was simply too tired to go back upstairs,” she replied as if it was nothing.

      “Emma, I know you miss Josef but you have to move on with your life,” Elsie started as she took a seat in one of the arm chairs closest to her. “I hate to see you like this,” she continued with concern. “He wouldn’t want you to stop living, to stop caring. You know that, Emma.”

      “And what about what I want?” she asked bitterly as she turned angry eyes on her sister. She was tired of everyone telling her that she had to be strong, that she had to move away from the state she was in. She had a right to mourn for him. He was her husband – not anyone else’s.

      “What do you want, Emma?” Elsie asked carefully.

      “I want everyone to leave me alone,” she answered in a matter-of-fact tone. “I don’t need your pity or your advice. I just want my husband back and none of you can bring him back to me,” she finished, her voice laced with the bitterness she felt on the inside.

      “But it was God’s will, Emma,” Elsie tried to reason as the tears flowed freely down her sister’s face.

      “How can it be His will to take away my husband?” she cried in anguish. “I trusted Him and I did everything that was required of me and yet He took the one good thing I had in my life. How could He do this to me?”

      Elsie’s heart became heavy with the sorrow she felt for her sister who was now crumpled over on the floor clutching her chest tightly. Easing herself out of the chair she went and gathered Emma into her arms as she released all of the hurt and anger she had bottled up inside.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t make it better for you sister. If I could, I would,” she sighed into her sister’s hair.

      Emma felt like her heart was once again being ripped from her chest just as it had on that fateful night when Michael, Elsie’s husband, had shown up at her door with the news of her husband’s death. But with her sister on the floor and holding her, she felt the warmth of the touch begin to thaw her icy soul.

      “Let me make you some breakfast,” Elsie offered. “Go on upstairs and freshen up. When you get down everything will be set.” Elsie eased Emma out of her arms and stood with her. Emma gave her sister’s hand a weak squeeze before heading towards the staircase to do as she was told.

      After showering, Emma quickly donned the plain black dress and tied an apron around it before detangling her hair and arranging it in a tight bun. She put on her prayer kapp and then made her way downstairs.

      The food smelled heavenly but it still made her feel nauseous. Ignoring the feeling, she went and sat by the table as Elsie placed the steaming plate of food before her with a cup of coffee. Elsie then fixed her plate and sat at the table. As soon as prayer was made they dug in.

      Halfway through the meal, Emma felt the tell-tale signs of the food struggling to make its way back up her throat. She quickly pushed away from the table and rushed to the sink as the bathroom was too far away. She immediately released the content of her stomach as her body became awashed with cold sweat.

      “Emma, what’s wrong?” asked a concerned Elsie. She rubbed her sister’s back as she dry heaved over the sink.

      “I don’t know, Elsie. One minute I was fine and then I just couldn’t keep down the food,” she answered honestly before washing out her mouth and the contents in the sink.

      Elsie was quiet for a time as if she was musing over what Emma had said. Emma sat at the table with her head in her hands, exhausted and completely put off from eating.

      “When was the last time you had your woman business?” Elsie suddenly asked as she paced back and forth in the small space between the table and the sink.

      “Why do you ask?” Emma asked warily.

      “Because, sister, you have been having this vomiting sickness since last week and it is getting no better,” she replied. “The only time a person has such a sickness is when they are in fact pregnant.”

      What color remained quickly drained from Emma’s body as she realized that the she had seen her monthly two times now. This she relayed to Elsie in a trembling voice.

      “You must be pregnant,” he sister determined.

      “But it could just be a bug that I caught,” Emma returned, desperately not wanting it to be true.

      “The only way to find out is to take you to Doctor Felkorn,” Elsie concluded.
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* * *

      “Congratulations, you are exactly six weeks pregnant,” said Doctor Felkorn, with a bright smile on her pale face.

      Emma felt like the life had been suck out of her and instead of responding to the doctor’s congratulations she found herself gasping for air. She clutched her chest as it tightened.

      “Are you alright?” asked the doctor in alarm. When she still could not reply the doctor reached for a cup of water and placed it at her mouth. “Drink,” she said, and soon enough Emma’s airway cleared and her heart rate began to decelerate.

      “Thank you, Doctor,” she timidly replied, her eyes downcast with the tears that threatened to fall.

      “It is natural for a person to feel overwhelmed by unexpected news. You are right to feel the way you do,” the Doctor consoled.

      Emma left the clinic with mixed emotions. She found herself lost completely in her thoughts even as Elsie sat beside her and chatted excitedly about the joy that a child brings. Emma tried to answer whatever question Elsie asked to avoid her sister’s inquisition and concern.

      Her heart wanted to rejoice but it also wanted to weep. This is what she and Josef had always wanted – a baby. But now he was gone and she didn’t know if she should be happy without him. Yet she wanted to rejoice because she would have a piece of him with her.

      How could God do this and leave her in so much turmoil? It wasn’t fair to blame Him she knew but there was no one else she could vent her anger on. Josef died in a lightning storm which meant that it was of God’s own choosing that he should go in such a manner.

      When she got home and after Elsie left, she broke down and cried.
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* * *

      “Have you eaten?” asked a concerned Elsie as she waltzed through the door. It had been two days since her sister had visited her and as much as she was grateful for the concern she just wanted to be left alone. Elsie was coming overbearing.

      “Why are you here, Elsie?” she asked, completely ignoring the question her sister had posed.

      “I came to see how you’re holding up. At this stage of your pregnancy you have to be careful,” Elsie replied. “So again, have you eaten?”

      Emma felt trapped. She could not lie to her sister, but she knew as soon as she confessed that she had not eaten anything since that day and that other questions that she wasn’t ready to answer would follow.

      “Did you eat?” Elsie repeated, more demanding than before. Being the older of the two, she always commanded respect as if it were her right. It always grated on Emma’s nerves but no matter what she could not elude answering her.

      “No,” Emma replied simply.

      “It’s nearly noon Emma,” Elsie returned. “Why haven’t you eaten as yet?”

      When Emma failed to answer her she reached out and turned her to face her.

      “When was the last time you ate?” she asked suspiciously. Emma could not bear the intense stare that was zeroed on her and she averted her eyes from her sister’s gaze. Her actions were enough to point to her guilt.

      “Did you eat yesterday?” she asked when Emma continued to look anywhere but at her.

      “Did you eat the day before?” she asked once more and when Emma did not respond she released an exasperated sigh.

      “You can’t not eat Emma, it’s dangerous for the baby,” she implored. “What about the supplements the doctor gave you; have you taken any?” Emma’s posture confirmed that she had not.

      “Do you want to lose this baby?”

      At the mention of her losing her baby Emma’s head shot up in fright as she stared wide-eyed at Elsie. Did she want to lose her baby? Of course not. The thought of the beautiful little being that resided inside of her that she and Josef created being ejected sent her in a panic and her hands automatically covered her still flat tummy. It was as if she had been given an epiphany. In order to save her unborn child she would have to pull herself out of the state of depression she was in and do everything humanly possible to keep it alive and healthy.

      “I don’t want to lose my baby,” she said, half to herself.

      “And you won’t,” her sister affirmed before pulling her towards the kitchen to prepare a proper meal for her. The smell of eggs and bacon wafted throughout the entire space and had Emma’s stomach growling from the repressed state it had been put in. Her morning sickness had subsided thanks to the small tablets her doctor had advised her would suppress the urge to bring up everything she had eaten. She dug into the food placed before her like a man having his last meal – the fact that she had been starving her baby made her feel guilty and she found herself eating another serving of scrambled eggs, bacon and baked bread.

      “Remember service will be held at the Langley's Sunday coming,” Elsie reminded her has she placed the forkful of food into her mouth. “Michael and I will pick you up.”

      “Ok,” Emma responded with her mouth still full.

      After Elsie left, Emma decided to do some light cleaning and washing. Seeing as she was cleaning and washing for one, the work wasn’t too lengthy, but it left her with nothing to do for the remainder of the day. She decided to go out into the small vegetable garden and clean out the weeds that were choking her vegetables. When she got tired she stopped and went inside to take a nap.
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* * *

      “Good morning, Emma,” Michael greeted her pleasantly as he helped her into the back of the buggy.

      “Good morning, Michael,” she greeted him back.

      “Elsie told me about the little one. I believe congratulations are in order,” he said as they pulled away from her gate. Emma shot Elsie, who had turned to look at her, with an ‘I can’t believe you did that’ stare.

      “Thank you, Michael,” she answered as pleasantly as she could manage. She was happy about her baby but she was not quite ready to share the information with anyone just yet. Only Elsie had gone and blabbed to her husband and God knows who else.

      “I know Josef would have been happy to know that you are bringing his little one into this world after all these years of trying…” At the mention of Josef her heart constricted like it always did and Emma fought to keep calm as any undue stress could affect her baby’s development. She saw Elsie elbow Michael and his short grunt of pain somehow took her mind off the statement he made and brought her some amount of joy. She threw Elsie a grateful smile and the rest of the ride remained silent.

      “Emma, Elsie, how wonderful!” exclaimed Anna as she rushed to meet them, her protruding tummy hanging very low and indicative of the fact that she was near due to have baby. Anna and her husband William Lafayette were Englischers who had found their lives out in the English world unfulfilling, and, after spending a month with their Amish relatives, decided to join the faith.

      “Hello, Anna,” Elsie replied as the short woman embraced her before turning to Emma.

      “I heard the news,” she beamed, “congratulations, Emma. I am so happy for you.” And so it seemed that word had gotten around and quite possibly the whole community was aware of her pregnancy.

      “Thank you Anna,” she replied graciously.

      After some light conversation and promises to exchange recipes, it was time for the service to commence and the women and men who were milling about in the front yard made their way to the large red barn.

      “It is in knowing God that we are able to understand His will for our lives. Even when the hurt is so great that the only thing left to do is to throw in the towel and give up, we continue to fight because we realize that His will encompasses all things. Like Jeremiah 29:11 states, He knows the plans He has for you; they are not for harm but to give you hope and a future…..”

      Emma listened intently to the preacher’s words but in her heart she could not identify with it because of the hurt that was still lodged within. She still could not see past the fact that God had taken Josef away from her and left her alone. Maybe over time her grief would lessen but for now the lesson did not salve the wound - the hole in her heart.

      “Hello, Emma,” a deep male voice announced from behind her. She had been so caught up in her thoughts and stood looking up into the cloudless blue sky. Turning towards the voice, she realized that it was Boris. They had been friends when they were younger but as they grew older their friendship faded as they were pulled in different directions.

      He had a broad, welcoming smile on his face and his grey eyes stared intently at her. He had been married, but was now a widower and it seemed he was back on the lookout for a wife if the absence of his beard was any sign.

      “Hello, Boris,” she replied politely as he stood before her with his hands hooked in loops of his suspenders. He continued to smile at her as if nervous. The silence became awkward and Emma wondered what he could possibly want.

      “I was wondering if I could offer to take you home after we have eaten,” he suddenly said, hopeful.

      This caught Emma by surprise and she wondered why he would make such an offer out of the blue. Her eyes caught her sister’s from across the path. She had been staring in their direction but had quickly averted her eyes when Emma caught her. It suddenly dawned on her that Elsie was trying to set her up and anger rose up in her at her sister’s interference.

      “I’m sorry, Boris but I cannot accept. I have some important matters that I must discuss with my sister, so it is best if Michael sees me home,” she declined his offer as gently as she could. All the time her blood was boiling and she wanted to shake Elsie.

      As she walked off in the direction of her sister, who was currently setting the tables on the outside, she was intercepted by another male. She saw the look of hope that had been on Boris’ face on his, but before he could offer, she spoke up.

      “I’m sorry, Caleb, but I really need to speak with my sister,” she rushed out. She saw his face drop at his disappointment but then he mustered a smile before replying.

      “Of course, I understand,” he replied with a smile. He moved out of her way so that she could head towards her sister.

      “What are you doing?” she whisper-yelled as she walked around the table as Elsie placed the mats at each seat.

      “What are you on about?” Elsie feigned ignorance.

      “Don’t try that with me Elsie,” she replied impatiently. “I know you’re trying to set me up and I am telling you now to stop. I don’t need a man in my life especially since it has only been over a month since I buried my husband.”

      “I know you don’t think you need anyone right now, Emma, but I’m telling you it is best for the baby that you have someone to help you when he or she comes. The farm needs a good sturdy hand to keep it going too…”

      “Stop,” Emma almost yelled as she held up her hand to cut off her sister. A few persons who were close by threw curious glances at them. “I don’t need anyone to come and take Josef’s place, especially not in his child’s life. I will not dishonor him like that,” she affirmed.

      “But….” was all Elsie was able to get out as Emma shook her head warningly. “Ok, I won’t interfere,” she promised.

      After they ate, Elsie and her husband took Emma home and she invited them inside for some coffee and pie so that she could show her sister the quilt she was working on for her little one.

      “This is really beautiful,” gushed Elsie as she held up the patterned quilt that was nowhere ready to be complete but already promised to be beautiful.

      “I know,” she returned, “I was wondering if you would like to add a few patterns to it as well.”

      At this Elsie’s face lit up with her excitement and she hugged Emma tightly.

      “Thank you, little sister. I would be honored.”

      Shortly after, they left her and she decided make some vegetable soup to drink with the bread she had baked earlier in the morning.
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* * *

      In her twelfth week of pregnancy, Emma noticed that her once flat tummy had taken on a characteristic bump. She also felt slightly bigger and heavier in other areas and she realized that she was getting very comfortable with the changes – she relished the growth of her baby.

      Her midwife was set to be at her home the following day and she spent the time baking and making jam to go with the biscuits she would serve after the examination was complete. She had never been this happy since Josef’s death, but it all could be attributed to her baby, who gave her the will to get up every morning. It would be just the two of them and she was okay with that. She knew she would tell the baby about their father every day and only wished she had a photo to show, but it was prohibited for the Amish to take pictures. She would have to rely on the memories she had of him.

      After finishing her chores, she decided to sit in her favorite rocking chair to stitch together the multi-colored quilt she was making for her baby. After some time her eyes drifted close and her head bobbed. The sudden jerk of her head effectively woke her and she realized she was too tired to move to her room. She took the heavy blanket that lay over the chair back and placed it securely over her before rocking herself back to sleep.
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* * *

      “Emma,” came the soft husky voice. She knew that voice; it was Josef’s voice. “Emma,” it called once more and this time she opened her eyes. She was in a meadow. The grass, which grew in dense tussocks, was thick and lush. There were daises and a variety of other wild meadow flowers scattered throughout the thickness of the grass. The sky was completely blue and not a cloud could be seen. The wind rustled the grass and flowers and brought their scents wafting across her nostrils. The deep yellow sun shined on everything and made them even brighter than they already were. With a sigh of contentment, she turned her face towards the rays and allowed it to bathe her in its glow like it did everything else. She felt at peace in this meadow – like this was where she belonged.

      “Emma,” came the same voice that had catapulted her into this world of color. Turning towards the voice she came face to face with her husband’s smiling face.

      “Josef?” she questioned disbelievingly.

      “Yes my love. It is I,” he replied in a laughing tone and her heart swelled with joy at the mirth at the sound of his voice. Automatically, her feet began to move towards him and he remained in the same position watching her. When she was finally only a hair’s breath away, she reached her hand to touch his sandy brown hair whose blond streaks glinted as they caught the sun’s rays. Her hand travelled from his hair to touch his warm cheek before coming to rest on his chest just above his heart. She could feel and hear the steady beating of his heart and her own swelled with the knowledge that he was before her.

      “Oh Josef, I’ve missed you,” she cried as she flung herself into his arms. She wrapped her hands tightly around his neck for fear that he would disappear and he chuckled. The sound rumbled through his chest and into hers.  It sent a jolt of electricity through her and she relished the familiar response.

      “I’ve miss you too, sweetie,” he replied endearingly as he ran his hands up and down her back in a soothing manner. After remaining like that for some time, he finally stepped out of her embrace and she looked at him questioningly.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked, confused. He simply shook his head.

      “I just wanted to see our baby,” he replied. She had forgotten about the baby in her happiness of seeing him.

      “How did you know?” she asked as her hand immediately cupped the small roundness of her belly.

      “There are a lot of things I know, Emma, but won’t be able to tell you,” he replied and she wondered at the cryptic words he spoke. “Now let me see our baby,” he said, once more coming closer to her. He reached out a hand as if to touch her belly and she waited with anticipation, but then his hands bypassed her tummy and he was looking with loving eyes at something by her side. She turned her confused eyes in the direction of his hand and gasped when she saw a sandy brown- haired boy with blue eyes staring up at her.

      “Mama,” the little boy said as he happily stared at her. Emma’s hands went to cover her mouth in shock and she looked from the little boy, who was an exact replica of his father, to Josef and then back to him.

      “This is our son, Emma,” he confirmed. “Or rather this will be your son.”

      “But how…” she started in confusion, but Josef rose and placed a finger against her lips, silencing her.

      “God wants you to know that He understands what you are feeling and he also wanted to give you a glimpse into your future.”

      “Will you be there?” she asked hopefully and for the first time since she came to this place she saw a shadow of sadness cross his eyes.

      “You know I won’t be there, Emma, but I will always be near – in your memories and thoughts.” His words caused the sadness that had been held at bay by his presence to slowly seep back in and he held her face up to his.

      “Don’t be sad my love,” he implored. “It is all in God’s will and I need you to continue living. You need to open your heart to the possibility of finding love again…” Before he could finish she was shaking her head defiantly.

      “I will never love anyone else, Josef,” she said passionately.

      He gave her a tender smile before replying, “The heart is a complicated organ. In times of grief it shuts itself off from anything that it deems a threat. Your heart sees love as a threat, but I am asking you to open it up and let it love. You will not truly be happy until you open it to love again,” he told her. “If not for yourself do it for me. I want you to always be happy.”

      At this point, the tears rolled down her cheeks unattended as her husband implored her to move on.

      “I can’t be happy without you, Josef,” she sobbed.

      “You can,” he encouraged her lovingly before pulling her into his arms for another embrace and allowing her to release her sorrow. When she was finished he pulled away once more. He reached out a hand and ran it down her cheek before he leaned forward.

      “Goodbye, my love,” he whispered against her lips before kissing her softly – and then he was gone.

      “Goodbye, my love,” she repeated into the wind before she woke from the dream with tear stained cheeks.
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* * *

      Emma didn’t want to come to terms with the fact that she had just had a dream about her dead husband telling her to move on, but deep down inside she knew that was what he would have wanted. Rising from her position, she felt a sharp sting rip through her torso and she cried out in surprise and pain as she plopped back in her seat. The pain radiated throughout her body and lasted for at least five minutes. She remained in the position she was in unable to move.

      “Emma!” came the worried voice of her sister who had been banging on her door for the past five minutes. She had gone into a state of catatonic shock and found it impossible to make words pass her airway. All she could do at the moment was groan, but she tried with all her might to make a sound that would alarm Elsie enough for her to reach for the emergency key under the flower pot on the porch. She heard the front door open and shut before she heard her sister rush up the stairs. When it was apparent she was not upstairs, she came rushing into the living room and Emma thanked God for her sister’s intuition.

      “Oh my God, Emma, what’s wrong!” she exclaimed when she saw her curled up in the chair clutching her torso.

      “My-my b-baby,” was all she could manage before everything became black.
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* * *

      When she awoke, she was in a fully white room with bright lights above her head. She looked down to see a tube sticking out of her hand and a machine that showed scraggly lines going across the screen.

      Looking down she realized that she was in a very thin gown and that it had no back. She began to panic and tried to find a way to get the tubes out of her hand.

      “Good, I see you are awake,” came the voice of the doctor she remembered from her last visit. This made her relax visibly and she looked up at the woman with greying silver hair that matched her silver-grey eyes. They were warm and looked at her with fondness.

      “Why am I here?” she asked groggily.

      “You suffered from pain to the abdomen and you also had some minor spotting.” Emma’s eyes widened in fear as the worst-case scenario flitted across her brain. “Everything is fine now. Both you and the baby are okay,” the doctor affirmed when she recognized the look of panic that transformed Emma’s features.

      “You were just lucky to have been brought in when you were,” she said. “I must advise you that you will have to lay off of strenuous activities such carrying heavy boxes or doing any housework that requires heavy lifting,” she finished.

      “Yes, I understand,” Emma responded, ready to agree with anything the woman said so that she could get out of there as quickly as possible.

      “Is my sister here?” she asked as the woman held out her clothes for her to change after removing the tubes from her arm.

      “Yes, she’s in the lobby waiting for you,” the doctor confirmed and Emma thanked her for all her help before heading to the lobby.

      “Oh, I’m so glad you’re okay!” Elsie exclaimed in relief. “How is the baby?” she asked.

      “The baby is fine,” Emma assured her. “I just need to be careful and not lift heavy things,” she confessed.

      After Elsie thanked the doctor for her expert care the two were off. Elsie told her that she had to struggle by herself to get her in the buggy as she had taken it to come visit her. Michael was out on the farm and it would have been dangerous to leave her alone to get help so she had taken the initiative and driven her to the clinic herself.

      “You know,” Elsie started conversationally, “You really should consider the option of getting someone who can help you out on the farm.” Emma threw her a sideways glance as she waited for her to continue. “I know I promised not to interfere anymore but I can’t bear the thought of losing you, Emma, and you won’t come and live with me so the only other option is for you to think about remarriage. What if I had not come along when I did?”

      Emma thought about all her sister had just divulged and then her mind went back to the dream she had. It seemed everyone she loved wanted her to move on – to find love again. She didn’t think she would ever find a man that could compare to Josef, but then she thought about the fact that her son would need a man in his life to teach him all the things she could not and that the farm would need an extra hand to help in bringing in the harvest.

      “You’re right, Elsie. Perhaps I do need to start thinking about remarrying so at least my baby has a father,” she replied. Elsie looked at her in surprise before her face broke out in a huge smile.

      “Good,” she said pleased. “I have just the person for you.”

      “And who could that be?” Emma asked suspiciously.

      “Do you remember Brandon Schrock?” she asked.

      “Mary Schrock’s cousin?” she asked, trying to remember the man who had visited Mary a few months back from the community in Ohio.

      “Hmm hmm,” she confirmed.

      “What about him?” Emma asked.

      “Well, he is back in town and will be staying with his cousin for the remainder of the year. Michael invited him to dinner and I told him that you would be there as well,” she rushed out as she cast furtive glances towards Emma.

      “I barely know him, Elsie,” she shrieked. “What would he have to do with a widow who is expecting?”

      “Oh, don’t worry too much about that,” Elsie assured her. “Michael told him about your situation and he was actually ok with that. He’s actually looking to start a family soon and you being pregnant would only serve as a head start for him.”

      “It seems you had this well planned out before I even agreed,” Emma mused. To this she received no reply. Elsie stared straight ahead as she manipulated the stirrup preventing the horse from veering off the path that was lined on either side by tall grass.

      “Michael and I are simply concerned over your wellbeing, Emma, and he agreed that he would help me find a suitable match for you; that’s all,” she replied after some time of silence.

      “So when is this dinner?” Emma asked just before they reached the edge of her property that was completely bordered by a white picket fence.

      “It’s tomorrow,” she replied. “I actually came to invite you.”

      “And what if I had said no, what will you have told your guest?” Emma asked deciding to pull her sister’s leg for trying to ambush her like that.

      “Please don’t do that, Emma. You promised you would give whomever I came up with a chance,” Elsie implored.

      “Relax Elsie, I was only teasing,” she replied with a laugh. At this her sister humphed before staring straight ahead once more. Emma lightly tapped her on the shoulder before leaning over to give her a kiss on the cheek.

      “I love you, Elsie. Thank you for always being there for me,” she said. To this she received a slight upturn of her sister’s lips and a little shake of her head in acknowledgement.

      As soon as they reached her gate, Emma alighted from the buggy before her sister could make it around to help her.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow, Elsie,” she smiled at her sister before heading towards the gate.

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to come inside and help make something for you to eat?” her sister called out.

      Turning her head to her, she replied, “It’s okay. I’m fine, just go. Michael must be wondering where you’ve got to.”

      “Oh, he’d understand,” she said, waving off Emma’s words.

      “I know he would, but it’s not wise to have your husband working so hard and not feed him. He can only be so understanding,” she replied.

      “Fine, I’m going,” her sister conceded begrudgingly before climbing back into the buggy. Emma waved her off before heading inside.

      After making herself some supper she decided to take a long bath to relax her mind before releasing her hair from the bun and brushing the silky blond strands. After donning her cotton night gown she decided to head straight to bed thoroughly exhausted from the day’s activities.
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* * *

      “Emma, you remember Brandon, Mary’s cousin from Ohio?” Elsie asked pleasantly as she made the round of introductions which was only for the benefit of the two extra persons at their family table.

      Emma simply smiled at the man that she faintly remembered from a few months ago. She took in his features as Elsie continued the introductions. He was tall and of a medium build. He had a sharp chin and jaw and his blond hair was long enough that it covered his forehead and she could just see a hint of blond eyebrows peeking out from the thick strands. On either sides of his straight nose lay his sky blue eyes that stared at her with interest. He was handsome but it didn’t stir her.

      “And this is my sister, Emma,” Elsie continued.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Emma,” he replied, his accent slightly different from theirs. He stretched forth his hand and she graciously placed her palm into his upturned one as she continued to smile. His touch was warm but the heat did not transfer from her arm to ignite her whole being with its thick flames – not like Josef had. She cursed her thoughts for comparing him to Josef. After all, no one would ever hold a flame to him. She was simply doing what she had to in order to assure that she and her child would be taken care of.

      “Shall I see you to your seat?” he asked politely, still holding on to her hand.

      “Yes, thank you, Brandon,” she replied, equally polite as he.

      After seating her and taking the seat next to hers, Elsie began to share the dishes as Michael sat at the head of the table with observant eyes.

      “How is the baby Emma?” he asked interestingly and it brought color to her cheeks. She dipped her head in embarrassment.

      “The baby is fine, Michael,” she answered.

      “Oh yes, I heard you are with child,” Brandon chipped, in looking at her with a pleasant smile that calmed her. “How far along are you?” he asked as if her answer would be the most important thing to him.

      “The doctor says I’m three months along,” she replied.

      “That’s good,” he replied as he placed a contemplative finger on his chin. “Do you have everything for the little one?”

      As flattered as Emma was that he was so interested in her and her child’s wellbeing she didn’t want to discuss this at the dinner table let alone with a total stranger.

      “I haven’t started getting the things just yet but I’m hoping to start further down,” she answered truthfully, praying the conversation would shift to something less personal.

      “Well, if you need any help just let me know,” he stated. She felt uncomfortable. He was trying too hard to become a part of her life. Whatever happened to baby steps, she thought.

      When she looked around the table, she noticed that the other two occupants were throwing hopeful glances in their direction and for their sake she tried to remain amicable.

      “Thank you, Brandon, that is thoughtful of you,” she said, smiling politely at him. He too graced her with a smile that showed his straight, white teeth and caused his cheekbones to rise as the lines at the sides of his eyes creased. It was a hopeful smile – one you would expect from a child who had just been promised that he would receive his favorite toy come Christmas time.

      “That’s great to hear, Emma,” he said after he had eaten a forkful of Elsie’s famous macaroni and cheese casserole. “Have you thought about the type of crib you’ll be getting?”

      “Uh, not yet,” she replied honestly.

      “Well, I can make one for you,” he offered. “It would be my gift for the little one.”

      Emma felt as if she was being backed into a corner and if she allowed it to go any further there was no way she could crawl back out.

      “That’s really kind of you, Brandon, but Elsie has a real sturdy one that I was thinking of borrowing,” she replied. She had not thought that far ahead but she remembered the crib because it had been in the family since the two were babies. Now that Elsie and Michael’s only son had gotten married, he no longer lived with them and the crib was quite possibly only collecting dust up in the attic.

      “Nonsense!” exclaimed Elsie. “That old thing needs to be thrown out. It has outlived its use."

      Emma doubted it really had but she didn’t want to argue at the dinner table.

      “You know, Brandon is a good carpenter,” Elsie went on.  “He is offering to make you a brand new one. You should accept his kind offer." She was almost pleading.

      Emma felt like she had been backed in a corner once more and as she stared at the three hopeful faces looking back at her she found herself accepting the offer.

      “Thank you, Brandon, that would be lovely,” she said with a gracious smile.

      After dinner, the two were left alone in the living room as Elsie carted her husband off to the kitchen to help her with the dessert. Emma knew it was a ploy to get her alone with Brandon and as much as she wanted to strangle her sister she had to admit that Brandon was very personable.

      “I’m sorry if I seemed a little intense back at the dinner table, Emma. It was not my intention,” he apologized, catching her off guard.

      “Ohm, that is fine,” she replied simply.

      “It’s just that you are a lovely woman and even though I have not known you for a long time you strike me as someone that I could see myself with in the future,” he replied honestly. “Of course the decision is entirely yours,” he rushed on, “and I’ll understand if you don’t see me in that light.”

      “Thank you for your honesty. I am not quite ready to give my heart to anyone just yet but I must admit that your company has been quite pleasant.”

      To this she received a broad smile and she couldn’t help but return it. If she was honest with herself, she probably wouldn’t get such an offer from anyone that she was even remotely attracted to in the community. The only people who had approached her were widowers who were seeking to remarry and here she had a man who had never been married that was quite young and was interested in her. If she were smart she would jump at the opportunity but her thoughts continually went towards her husband and made her cautious.

      Shortly after that, her sister and brother-in-law made their way back into the room carrying a tray with sweet pastries, tea cups, and a kettle. The men became engrossed in conversation and she got the opportunity to enjoy her tea in peace as Elsie did not try to gain her attention. For this she was grateful.

      When it was time to head home, she graciously accepted Brandon’s offer. She knew it was best to get better acquainted with him if she was truly serious about getting married again. She needed to know the type of man he was. Though she wasn’t planning to marry for love she wanted to know that he would be a good man for her and the baby and one meeting wasn’t enough to determine that.

      “Goodnight, Emma,” Brandon spoke as he removed his hat from his head. He had walked her up the few porch steps and was now standing at the threshold of her door as she held it open and smiled at him.

      “Goodnight, Brandon, and thank you for your company."

      He smiled tenderly at her and she noticed his hand rise as if to touch her face. Her eyes widened in panic and he quickly dropped it as guilt and disappointment washed over his features.

      “I’m sorry, Emma, I shouldn’t have…” he began to apologize.

      “It’s alright,” she reassured him with a smile on her face. “It’s just that no one has ever touched me but Josef."

      “Oh,” he replied before a smile graced his lips once more. “Well I hope in time I will have that honor,” he replied. Before she could respond he turned and walked off the porch towards his buggy.

      She could faintly see him tip his hat to her once more by the small lantern hanging on the porch and with the help of the moon’s rays. She half raised her hand in farewell and then he was off.
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* * *

      The following week he showed up at her gate. Elsie had sent him to collect her for church. Her excuse was that she had an errand to run before she made it there and she didn’t want to make Emma wait too long on her.

      She didn’t object to going with him, but she had surely wished Elsie had given her a heads up. She was becoming comfortable with him and it shouldn’t have been an issue, yet it bothered her. It was as if they were rushing her into taking up Brandon’s offer. He had not said it in so many words, but she knew he was hoping to ask her to marry him as soon as possible.

      Elsie and Michael arrived at the service a little after the preacher had started the lesson and Emma threw her a suspicious glance when she noticed she sat far in the back away from her.

      “Why didn’t you sit up front when you came in?” Emma asked Elsie after service had concluded.

      “I was late and I didn’t want to call attention to myself,” she explained, keeping her eyes away from Emma’s.

      “Where did you and Michael go today?” she asked and noticed Elsie’s cheeks flush pink.

      “We didn’t go anywhere; we just had something very important to do,” she replied vaguely.

      “What was so important that you had to be late for church?” Emma asked, confused. “And why do you look so guilty like it was something bad?”

      When she still didn’t reply, Emma took her by the shoulders and turned her to face her. “Tell me Elsie,” she commanded. Elsie’s face contorted in guilt and she hung her head as if in shame.

      “We made love before we got here,” she blurted as her cheeks became even redder. “We have been trying to have another baby and today was a good time to… you know?”

      “But why do you feel guilty? It’s not like you’re fornicating or committing adultery,” Emma replied, perplexed.

      “Did you ever do this act before coming to church?” Elsie asked her.

      As she thought about it, she realized that it had never once entered her nor Josef’s mind to copulate before heading to church. Her expression confirmed her answer.

      “See,” Elsie continued. “It is not unheard of. If some of the other members ever heard of this I can tell you they would frown upon us.”

      “You didn’t tell me you were trying to have another baby,” Emma said, steering the conversation from her obvious guilt.

      “Michael has always wanted a brood and now that Adam has left the house he has been decidedly wistful. I suggested we try again to have another baby and he lit up like a million stars congregating in one spot.”

      “And is that what you want?” Emma asked her sister, worried that she was only going through with this to make her husband happy. She knew the scripture spoke distinctly to a wife obeying her husband and pleasing him, but she still believed that there ought to be some compromise.  Knowing how much Michael loved her sister, she knew he wouldn’t force her to do anything that she wasn’t comfortable with. It was one of the reasons she respected him and his opinion.

      “I want this, Emma,” Elsie replied, taking her hand in hers and squeezing it with reassurance. “I’ve always wanted more children but then we were only blessed with one. We were okay with that. However, seeing you pregnant reminded me how much I wanted to give Michael a litter of children. It is what I want – what we both want.”

      Emma hugged her sister as the two continued to share a quiet moment.

      “I pray to God it all works out for you, Elsie,” she whispered against her cheek before they parted and joined the group of women chatting up a storm.
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* * *

      After the meal, Brandon took her on a ride around the town. He stopped at a little meadow and took out a small basket and blanket.

      “Would you care to join me for a little evening snack?” he asked her. She felt flattered by his charm and graciously accepted it. Coming to a small apple tree, Brandon lay out the blanket and helped her to sit. When he sat, he revealed the contents of the basket and Emma felt her mouth begin to salivate at the different delicacies on display.

      Even though they had eaten only two hours before she felt rather peckish. She supposed she could attribute it to her pregnancy. Over time she realized that her appetite had opened up considerably and she began to crave sweet things more than she ever had.

      “This looks delicious,” Emma said. She received a satisfied grin from Brandon. As soon as he offered her a small dish with the pastries she dug in as if she had not eaten for days. The burst of tastes assaulting her senses made her moan in pleasure and she noticed Brandon watching her intently. Her cheeks became scarlet as she became embarrassed by the sounds coming from her throat. She quickly turned her face as she put down the plate.

      “I’m sorry if I embarrassed you. It’s just that you looked so happy when you were eating just now and I became fascinated by it,” he confessed in an apologetic voice. “Please eat; I won’t disturb you further,” he implored.

      For the rest of their time in the meadow they had light conversation about Brandon’s home back in Ohio, their views on the rules of the church, and anything else that came to mind. Everything was quite comfortable until he asked her an uncomfortable question – one she wasn’t ready to answer.

      “Emma,” he started, capturing her attention. “I noticed that all the dresses you have been wearing are black.” At his mention of her all black attire she stiffened.

      “I know it is a sign of you mourning your husband’s death. I was wondering if it means that as soon as you start wearing other colors will it mean that you are ready to think more seriously about marriage,” he finished.

      It was true that widows usually wore black to signify that they were mourning. Would she ever not be mourning her dead husband? It was a reasonable question, but not one she had the answer for at the moment.

      “The look on your face tells me that you have not thought much about this,” he pondered. “It’s okay, though. I can wait,” he finished with a determined smile.

      They remained silent for the rest of the time, mostly because Emma relegated her answers to singular words to the questions he asked.

      When he brought her home, she could not be happier and quickly jumped down from the buggy before he could help her. Nevertheless, he followed her to her door and took her slightly chill hand in his warm one. Like before, the warmth remained centered there.

      “Good night, Emma. I had a wonderful evening,” he spoke while staring into her eyes.

      “Me too, Brandon,” she replied.

      “I may have to go out of town for a while. I need to get my supplies from back home,” he told her.

      “Your supplies?” she asked, confused.

      “My tools,” he corrected. “I’ll need them to build the crib for the little one. I’ve also gotten a few orders from the town’s folks so it is important I get them.”

      “Oh, okay,” she answered simply.

      “I was hoping that I could take you for another spin and picnic at our next meeting?” he asked.

      She didn’t want to disappoint him and in her mind she knew it was the right decision to make. “Sure, that would be fine,” she agreed and his smile got even wider if that were possible. It reminded her of the story called Alice in Wonderland and the fictional cat who was always smiling. It was more ensnaring than it was endearing and she shivered inwardly.

      When he left in his buggy, Emma closed the door and went to the kitchen to make a cup of tea. She felt a headache coming on. While in the kitchen, she saw a flicker of light coming through the parted curtains of the side window. Out of curiosity she went to investigate it. Upon closer inspection, she realized that the light was coming through the window of the property nearest to hers. It was coming from the Graber’s farm. It perplexed her as no one had lived there since Mr. Graber died a few years back. It was late, so she decided not to go and investigate it. Perhaps in the morning she would go out and see if her eyes were merely deceiving her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The following morning she headed over to the Graber property and to her surprise she could hear the sound of hammer meeting nail. The closer she got to the farm, the louder the sound. Finally, when she stepped through the gate she realized that the sound was coming from the old barn to the side of the house. Carefully she made her way towards the open door.

      “Hello!” she called out to the man whose back was turned away from her. He drove the hammer continuously over the nails of what appeared to be the frame of a gate. He did not seem to hear her, so she ventured a little further. “Hello!” she called once more. It seemed to have caught him by surprise and the hammer narrowly missed his finger. He whirled to face her.

      “H-hi,” she repeated, suddenly feeling shy. “I’m Emma Lengacher; my farm is j-just over there,” she said pointing in the direction of her farm.

      “Well, I guess we must be neighbors,” he replied. His husky voice sent shivers up her spine and she felt the hairs on her arms stand at attention as the goosebumps rose.

      “I’m Abram Graber,” he replied with a smile. Her breath caught in her throat as she looked at his straight white teeth secure behind thick pink lips. She was so mesmerized by his smile, which invited her in so much that she almost missed his last name.

      “I didn’t know Mr. Graber had a son,” she replied.

      “Oh, I’m not his son,” he offered on a short laugh, “I’m his nephew, actually.”

      While he spoke, Emma used the time to take him all in. Abram’s chocolate brown hair was shiny and held the promise of being silky to the touch. His light brown eyes were warm and inviting. They held a hint of humor that made her think of him as a man of laughter. Even with the slight smudge on his tan cheeks, forehead, and on his forearms and shirt she could not deny the fact that he was a handsome man. Instantly, she felt the heat rise to her cheeks. She averted her eyes and tried to look at everything and not directly at him, afraid that he would pick up on her reaction to him. This was unnatural. The only person had ever made her feel so giddy and warm with only his stare had been Josef.

      “I will be living here for the time being. As you can see, I’m making some repairs to the property,” he gestured to the wood and nail bucket along with other supplies behind him.

      “Oh, okay,” she replied on a short, flustered breath. “Well, welcome to the neighborhood,” she smiled at him as she held out her hand for him to shake. When they touched it felt as if he had burnt her and she quickly removed her hand from his. If he noticed her sudden withdrawal he didn’t show it, but she was completely unnerved by her reaction.

      “Well, I’ll leave you to your work now,” she replied backing away from him and out of the barn. He simply smiled at her, his warm brown eyes watching her as she retreated.

      She could hear the constant knocking of a hammer in the distance from the Graber property and her mind constantly went back to Abram and his warm brown eyes. She sat on the porch conflicted as to whether or not she should take the pie she had baked to him. It was a simple gesture of civility but she was afraid of the way she reacted to him.

      Deciding it was the right thing to do, she took the pie off the window sill and walked over to her neighbor. She found him in the barn once more. As soon as he became aware of her presence he stopped what he was doing. With a smile on his face, he came to her.

      “Ms. Lengacher - to what do I owe your visit?” he asked.

      “Well I-I baked two pies and I thought it only wise to bring you one. Welcome to the neighborhood, Abram, and please call me Emma,” she appealed.

      “Emma,” he repeated, testing the word on his lips. The way the letters rolled out of her mouth on his deep voice made her shiver in anticipation. Her name sounded so foreign on his lips and yet it sounded just right.

      “Thank you for your… hospitality, Emma,” he said as his eyes held hers captive. She couldn’t move; it was as if she was fixed to the spot and her eye continued to stare into his. It felt as if he was staring into the depths of her soul.

      “Well, I must head back home, lots to do,” she replied, making a hasty retreat like the one she had the day before.
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* * *

      On the second Sunday, Elsie and her husband came for her.

      “Any word from Brandon?” she asked conversationally.

      “Oh yes, he came back two days ago. Mary told me herself,” Elsie replied.

      “I suspect you will see him at service today.”

      She did see him at service, but had not gotten the opportunity to speak with him before the service commenced. A quick glance from where she sat revealed a mop of hair the color of chocolate – Abram, she thought. She had not seen him since the last time she brought him the pie, but her thoughts were never far from him.

      Emma quickly made her way outside after the service. She distinctly heard her name being called and turned to see Abram walking towards her. Her heart began to beat erratically as she waited for him to get to her. She only hoped her cheeks weren’t dominantly red.

      “Hi,” he smiled at her, causing her heart to flutter.

      “Abram,” she replied simply.

      “I haven’t seen you since that day you brought me the pie. I hope you have been keeping well,” he spoke.

      “Yes, thank you for your concern,” she answered as her heart continued to flutter.

      “I noticed that you were picked up at home today,” he continued. “I could take you home and save the person the trouble,” he offered. She smiled at him and was about to accept, but stopped when she saw Brandon marching towards them. He didn’t look too pleased and she wondered why.

      “Emma,” he said pleasantly.

      “Hello, Brandon. I heard you were back,” she returned as he came to stand before her.

      “Yes, I came back just Friday but I have been busy looking for the best wood to build the crib,” he returned. At this she threw Abram a furtive glance. He seemed totally lost by their interaction and she was somehow happy to know that he didn’t know the crib was hers – he didn’t even know she was pregnant.

      “Brandon, this is Abram. Abram, this is Brandon my…” She couldn’t finish her statement. What was he to her and why did she feel suddenly guilty for introducing them?

      “It’s nice to meet you, Brandon,” Abram cut in, saving her from her blunder.

      “Likewise,” Brandon returned as the two shook hands. The motion was stiff and Emma could feel the tension.

      “I actually came to remind you of our date,” Brandon said, bringing his attention to her as he spoke. She had completely forgotten about that.

      “Oh yes, yes,” she returned as she threw an awkward glance at Abram. If he was disappointed he didn’t show it.

      “I’ll leave you two,” he offered before turning a full smile on Emma. “It was nice to see you again Emma,” he replied before leaving them.

      Emma tried to hide her disappointment at his departure and turned a radiant smile on Brandon.

      “Where are we going next?” she asked him with as much enthusiasm as she could muster.

      “I found a small alcove across town where we could sit on benches and perhaps just talk as we enjoy some of the sweets I noticed you like from the last time,” he replied.

      For the remainder of the time at their neighbors’ home she couldn’t help the fleeting glances she threw towards the men’s table as they ate and spoke. Her eyes became fixated on the man with chocolate brown hair and eyes to match.

      “What are you staring at so intently?” asked her sister, turning her eyes in the direction that Emma had been looking. “I see you’re warming up to Brandon quite nicely,” Elsie smiled. Emma simply returned the smile and didn’t correct her.

      Soon enough she was off with Brandon and they enjoyed a comfortable evening by the small alcove. All the time, however, her mind remained on Abram and she could not bring herself to feel guilty about it. When she got home she was more than exhausted so she went straight to bed.
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* * *

      The following night, while she prepared supper, there was a knock at her door. Opening it, she came face to face with Abram.

      “Hello, Emma, I hope I’m not interrupting anything important,” he spoke while he smiled at her.

      “Oh, no, I was just about to eat,” she replied. “Would you care to join me?” she asked unthinkingly.

      “Sure,” he replied. “Thank you for the offer.” Moving aside she allowed him to enter her home and proceeded to share the food she had made.

      “Dinner was delicious, Emma,” he praised her and it warmed her heart greatly to be complimented by him.

      “I actually came to offer my help to remove the weeds that I’ve seen growing over your garden,” he replied. “As payment for the pie and your neighborly visit,” he rushed on when she made to decline.

      “Thank you, Abram. In my condition I am not able to do all of this,” she confessed.

      “And what is your condition?” he asked, curious. She realized it had slipped out of her mouth since she found it so easy to speak with him. It wasn’t forced and she truly felt compelled to tell him everything. So she did.

      She told him about her husband’s death, her pregnancy, the fact that her sister had set her up with men in the attempt to find her a husband, and the fact that she was currently “dating” Brandon.

      “And are you truly happy with this choice?” he asked her, referring to her decision to date Brandon.

      Was she happy? She didn’t know.

      The only thing she could come up with was, “It’s the practical thing to do.”

      “The practical thing is not always the right thing,” he reasoned, staring intently into her eyes. The liquid pools pulled her into their warmness and sent flickers of heat to course through her veins.

      “You need to ask yourself this: what is it you really want, Emma?”

      She didn’t offer him a reply – she couldn’t answer.

      “Well, I guess it is time for me to go,” he spoke as he rose from the table. Wordlessly, she followed him to the door. “I’ll come by tomorrow to help with the weeding,” he offered and she offered him a smile before wishing him a good night.
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* * *

      The following morning he was there. True to his word, he went straight to her backyard and started to remove the weeds there. When the sun was high in the sky and strong enough to empty even a man of great stature, she brought him a pitcher of cool water. She made him lunch and brought it out to him. He invited her to eat with him and she obliged. This continued for the rest of the week.

      He worked on his farm during the night and on hers during the day. She fed him well. The routine they fell into was comfortable and they continued that way for the rest of the week. He made her laugh and he made her think. She had never laughed this much since Josef’s death. Although she could never forget him, she realized that her thoughts had been predominated by Abram.
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* * *

      The following Monday, while Abram was out working in her garden, a knock came at the front door. When she answered it, she was surprised to see Brandon standing there.

      “Brandon, what are you doing here?” she asked.

      “I was in the neighborhood and thought I would visit you. How are you, my dear?” he asked.

      “I am well, thank you,” she replied graciously.

      “May I come in?” he asked. She could not find a suitable excuse to use to turn him away, so she moved aside and let him in.

      “Would you like a cup of coffee, tea?” she asked as she seated him in the living room.

      “Yes, coffee, thank you,” he replied and she quickly left to prepare the warm beverage. Suddenly, she felt a presence behind her and she turned to see Brandon in the doorway.

      “I didn’t know you had company,” he said, going towards the door that led to the back porch and ultimately to where Abram was mulching the soil to plant fresh seeds.

      “Oh, yes,” she rushed out. “You remember Abram? He offered to help me with the garden.”

      He stopped mid-track and turned to her with an expression of displeasure.

      “What are you doing, Emma?” he asked. She looked at him in confusion.

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “I mean are you interested in us going further than where we are now?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she blurted out without thinking.

      “Then whatever you need, you should come to me,” he reasoned. “I want to be everything for you, but you need to let me be that. If you’re not willing, let me know. I can’t waste time wondering if you’ll have me or not.”

      “I’m sorry, Brandon. It’s just that this is all so new to me and I am a bit confused about what I want,” she confessed.

      “What you want?” he scoffed. “I thought it was to provide a stable home for your child and to have a husband who will take care of you.”

      He began to pace the kitchen and she watched him in angst. Turning towards her he said, “I bought the wood for the crib today. I wanted to tell you that. If you are ready to start a future with me, you will send him away and I will begin my work on a bed for the little one,” he finished.

      The back door swung open and they both turned to see Abram come through. He looked surprised to see Brandon, but quickly masked his expression before greeting him.

      “Brandon, right?” he asked. Brandon simply nodded his head as he looped his fingers into his suspenders.

      “I’ll be in the living room,” Brandon told her before heading for the door. That left only her and Abram in a kitchen that suddenly felt too stuffy.

      “I take it he wasn’t pleased that I was here,” he spoke, breaking the silence.

      “No, he wasn’t,” she confessed.

      “I guess that means this is to be my last time visiting you then,” he laughed.

      “You can still visit me,” she tried to reason, but he held up his hand to stop her.

      “It’s alright. A man knows when to accept defeat.” Looking deeply into her eyes he continued, “I only hope this is what you truly want, Emma.” Then he was gone and she suddenly felt empty. The warmth that had once been with her seemed to have been completely sucked from the room and out of her body.
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* * *

      She didn’t see him for the remainder of the week and when she saw him at service, he simply gave her a kind smile. It didn’t feel enough and she tried to focus on Brandon, but she couldn’t and he recognized her preoccupation.

      Her protruding belly was more prominent now and everyone now knew she was expecting. She tried to focus on the progression of her pregnancy and the fact that her baby would need a father.

      There was a sharp knock at her door after Brandon had dropped her off and she went to the door expecting to see him there.

      “Did you forget…?”

      The words died on her lips when she saw who it was.

      “Abram,” she released on a short whisper as she took him in. She felt the warmth spread throughout her body and lodge in her cheeks, making them rosy as butterflies skittered over each other in her chest.

      “May I come in?” he asked cautiously. She moved aside and allowed him in.

      As soon as he crossed the threshold and she closed the door he revealed all that was in his heart.

      “I know I promised I’d leave you alone, but I can’t. Not without telling you what is in my heart. Since the first time I saw you, Emma, I was smitten by you. Your smile brightens my world and your eyes they are so clear I feel like they see all the way into my soul. I did not come here to find love, but I love you,” he finished while holding her hands in his.

      Emma was taken aback by his declaration and could not find the words to say. Her tongue wouldn’t uncleave from the roof of her mouth.

      “Please, say something,” he begged earnestly. When she still said nothing, he reached down and touched his warm lips to hers. It sent a shock of electricity from her lips that ran throughout her body, bringing it to life. She began to respond to the feel of his lips and when she moaned in satisfaction his tongue found its way into her mouth, tasting, caressing. When it ended they were both gasping for air.

      “I can’t betray Brandon like this,” she finally said when her voice came back.

      “You can’t or you won’t?” he asked against her temple.

      “You don’t understand…” she started, but was interrupted.

      “You love me Emma, I know it,” he affirmed. “That’s why you’re so afraid to let me in; it’s why you would rather marry Brandon. It’s okay to love again, Emma,” he implored her and she dislodged herself from his embrace as his words scorched her revealing her deepest fears. She didn’t want to love again. She didn’t want to relinquish the love she held for Josef, not for anyone.

      “You need to leave,” she told him as she opened the door for him to go.

      “I will go, Emma, but you know I’m right. When you’re ready to accept the truth that you love me, I will be waiting.” With that he walked out and Emma, braced against the door, broke down in tears.
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* * *

      For the next week she saw no sign of Abram but Brandon visited her twice. His presence, however, only made her more tormented as he kept implying that he would be asking for her hand in marriage soon. Even Elsie had seen her distress and tried to comfort her. She told her what was distressing her and she surprisingly gave her sound advice. If she wanted Abram, then it was her choice. No one could make that decision for her.

      The moment of truth came one evening when her sister quickly rushed over to her house to inform her that Michael, Abram, and a few other men were stuck in a lightning storm out in the forested area east of their community. They had gone to cut wood when a violent storm trapped them in the forest.

      Emma’s heart plummeted to the bottom of her chest when she realized that she could lose Abram forever. The thought left her panicking. She didn’t know what she would do if he died. She now realized that she loved him very much. He was what she wanted more than anything.

      “Let us pray for their safe return,” Elsie offered. For the first time in months Emma found herself praying earnestly for the safe return of all who were stuck in the forest. She prayed for God’s favor to be up on Abram and that He would bring him back to her.

      There was a knock on the door and Emma quickly flew to answer it, hopeful that it would be Abram. Her face quickly fell when she realized that is wasn’t him.

      Brandon saw her countenance fall and he rushed to her.

      “What is it, Emma?” he asked, concerned.

      “It’s Abram!” she blurted out without hesitation.

      He noted the alarm on her face and realized something bad must have happened.

      “What about him?” he asked carefully.

      “He, Michael and some other men are caught in the storm out by the forest bordering the east of town,” she relayed to him. “I don’t know what to do,” she cried in anguish and in that moment Brandon realized that her heart was not with him.

      “Don’t worry, Emma,” he patted her hand reassuringly. “I am sure they are fine; nothing bad will happen.” She continued to look afflicted and he could see the tears glistening in her wet eyes. “Shall we pray?” he asked before leading her to the kitchen where Elsie was. The three sat and prayed earnestly for the safe return of the men.

      “Can you take a walk with me, Emma?” Brandon asked. She hesitated as she didn’t want to go too far in case there was any news. As if he was reading her thoughts he replied, “We won’t go far. Just to the back of the property.”

      After hugging Elsie, she walked with Brandon through the dirt path that led to the outskirts of her farm.  It would be dark soon. As the final remnants of the setting sun vanished over the distance, tinges of dusty purple scattered the sky and intermingled with the orange hue that blanketed the sky. At any other time she would have stopped to take in the picturesque scene before her but she was too much on edge and her frayed mind was on one thing only.

      “How can one compete with love?” Brandon suddenly asked, bringing her out of her thoughts.

      “What do you mean?” she asked, looking at him under the twilight sky that made his skin appear much paler than it was. He continued to look out towards the horizon as if contemplating his response.

      “How can I compete with your love for Abram?” he finally responded. She was caught off guard by his question and she guiltily hung her head and the weighty implications of his words.

      “I guess I realized from the first time I saw you with him that you were more drawn to him than to me, but I simply wanted you for myself so I ignored the signs,” he continued in a grave but conversational tone.

      “I’m sorry, Brandon,” she began to apologize, but he cut her off.

      “You have nothing to be sorry for, Emma,” he replied taking her hands into his own and staring at her. “I want you to be happy and if that is not with me I can accept it. I am would never dream of standing in your way of happiness. That is not how we do it back in Ohio.” He smiled at her before he finished, “The right man has won. Be happy, Emma.” He kissed her cheek before walking off, leaving her alone on the path.

      Before he disappeared he turned and shouted. “Don’t worry, he will be okay!”

      Turning her face towards the sky of colors she offered up another earnest prayer. “Please let him be okay, God,” she pleaded before heading inside.

      As soon as she stepped into the kitchen she heard the beating of hooves coming up the dirt path. She and Elsie exchanged anxious looks before heading for the front door. As they stood on the front porch, the buggy rolled to a stop at her gate and two men from the vehicle came through the gate towards them.

      Elsie was the first to run down the steps and fling herself in her husband’s arms, all the while crying and raining kisses all over his face. The other man continued towards where Emma stood on the porch and she felt the hot splash of tears against her cheek. Soon he was facing her and she could still make out his brown eyes that were darker and more intense under the limited lighting.

      Without thinking she flung herself into his arms and buried her face in his chest as the tears flowed freely.

      “I thought I lost you,” she sobbed as Abram ran a soothing hand along her back.

      “I told you I’m not going anywhere,” he whispered against her hair and it sent a shiver up her spine.

      Pulling away from him, she looked him in the eyes as she bared her soul to him. “I love you Abram; I tried to fight it but I can’t any longer and when I thought I lost you I almost stopped breathing,” she confessed. “I never loved a man before Josef, but I realize that I can open my heart to love again and I choose to love you,” she finished.

      Without a word he leaned down and captured her lips with his. It was a sweet kiss, one that promised lots more to come.

      “I love you, Emma,” he whispered against her lips as his hand securely rested against the prominent bump. Suddenly there was a small stir in her tummy and he looked down in amazement.

      “Did you feel that?” he asked amazed. She laughed at him.

      “It means that he loves you too,” she affirmed and he scooped her into his arms.

      “Marry me, Emma Lengacher,” he requested.

      Without hesitation she replied, “Yes, Abram Graber. I thought you would never ask.” They both laughed.

      

      
        THE END
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            Mary Of The Amish

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hands build houses, love builds homes.” 

      - Amish saying
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* * *

      “Mary, there is something…”

      Cough, cough.

      “That I need to tell you.”

      “What is it, mom?” Mary asked in a strained voice as she watched the frail woman who was slowly slipping away and out of her life.

      She looked in anguish as her mother’s breathing became more labored. Her feeble hands that lay on top of the covers barely opened and closed in an attempt to alleviate the stiffness of her limbs. She forced herself to keep the tears at bay as she didn’t want her mother to be saddened even further. She smiled lovingly, encouragingly, as she waited for her to continue.

      “I, I know…” she started and stopped to catch her breath. “I should have told you this a long time ago, but now it is necessary that you know.”

      Mary’s heart leaped with anticipation of what could be so important to have her mother looking so anxious and making so much effort to speak.

      “Mary, my sweet baby, please don’t hate me for not telling you.”

      She sat waiting by her mother’s bedside, not sure what to make of her sudden look of remorse and the words that reflected that.

      “I’m not your mother.”

      Mary’s heart rammed against her chest as she tried to wrap her mind around the revelation.

      “What?” she whispered disbelievingly.

      “I’m sorry, sweetie, but I am not your biological mother. I wish it weren’t so, I’ve prayed so much for it to not be so but there is no way to escape it,” her mother spoke as a lone tear slipped from her eye and ran down her pallid cheek.

      “No, this can’t be true,” Mary returned, shaking her head in disbelief. “Mom,” she choked over the emotion bubbling in her throat. “Say this isn’t true.”

      Her mother reached up a feeble hand and brushed it gently against her cheek. Even that simple act was strenuous for her and her hand dropped to her side shortly after.

      “I didn’t mean to hurt you like this, Mary,” she spoke after some time of silence and labored breathing.

      Mary decided at that moment that none of what her mom had just revealed mattered to her. She was in pain, but she knew that her mother had done everything in her power to protect her and she suspected this was one of those things.

      “It’s okay, mom, you don’t have to explain. It doesn’t even matter. You’re my mother – the only mother I’ve ever known.”

      This caused a small smile to crease her mother’s thin lips.

      “I love you, Mary,” she spoke lovingly.

      “I know, I love you too mom,” Mary returned.

      Mary reached out her hand and held her mother’s as she slowly slipped into the sleep zone. She remained by her mother’s side, watching the slight rise and fall of her chest that indicated how close she was to her last. She then turned her gaze to the small monitor with green lines moving in an up and down motion across the screen. This represented her mother’s life and the moment it became a flat line running across the screen its meaning would be clear.

      That moment came two hours later while Mary dozed by her mother’s side, her head resting close to her leg. As if an alarm had gone off in her head, she looked up just in time to see her mother take in her final breath of air before releasing it. Then there was nothing but the loud beeping of the machine and the flat line running across the screen.

      The doctor and nurses came in a few seconds later. After a few attempts to revive her, they made the pronouncement.

      “Time of death?” the doctor asked the nurse, who was currently standing above her mother.

      “2:30 am, Doctor,” she replied.

      Mary felt dull. All feelings and emotions were drained – she felt nothing but drained. Without warning, she collapsed and sank to the floor.
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* * *

      When she woke up, she was looking at a ceiling. Confused, she eased herself up and placed her feet over the side of the hospital bed. She tried to organize the thoughts in her befuddled brain, but all she came up with was a splitting headache that caused her eyes to pain her.

      “Oh, Miss Smith, you’re awake,” came the cautious voice of a nurse who had just entered the room.

      “Why am I here?” she asked, foregoing the pleasantries.

      “You fainted from exhaustion so we moved you to this room to get some rest,” the nurse replied cautiously.

      “But why…”

      Her voice trailed off as she remembered what happened. It felt like she had been sucker punched in the gut as the pain overcame her and she released a strangled sob. Her mother was dead.
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* * *

      Mary watched as they lowered the casket into the ground. The preacher’s monotonous voice droned on as he committed the body. She had gotten over the initial pain she felt as she knew her mother was in a better place; somewhere where there was no more pain and suffering.

      After the service, the few persons who had showed up dispersed and went their separate ways. She stayed by the burial site for more than an hour, just sitting. It felt weird to go back to the house they had shared when her mother was alive. She didn’t want to be greeted by the silence – an indication that she was now all alone in the world. With effort, she compelled herself to walk away from the grave.

      When she got to the house she immediately bypassed the living room that held so many good memories of her childhood with her mother. She went to her room and locked the door as the tears that had been threatening to fall finally made their appearance.  When she was finally able to turn off the tap, she sat up in bed. She headed for her wardrobe to change when her eyes suddenly fell on the chest where she kept photos and other memorabilia of her and her mother.

      She reached for the chest and noticed that a letter now lay in the position where the chest was. It was addressed to her.

      
        
        Mary,

        If you’re reading this then it means that I am probably dead. I know this will be the hardest thing I will ever have to tell you but I also know that it is the right thing to do. I have had you since the day you were born but you are not mine – biologically at least. I believe you were a gift from God who saw me in my need and knew that I needed someone that I could call my own. You are mine in every sense of the word but I know I should tell you about your birth parents so that you can get closure.

        You were born to Elizabeth Schrock. She was a young Amish girl who ran away from Faith’s Creek Pennsylvania to have you. Your father was from New York. He was passing through their community and Elizabeth fell in love with him. When it was time for him to leave, he asked her to come with him but she couldn’t leave her home. When he left she found out that she was pregnant. Her parents were furious and ordered her to leave the community and to never come back.

        I found Elizabeth when she was about six months pregnant. She was living at the shelter where I volunteered from time to time. When she told me her story, my heart went out to her and I offered her a place in my home. I could see that she loved you very much even before you were born but she was torn. She missed her family but she knew she could never take you with her if she returned.

        I offered to take you as my own and she agreed. However, when you were born, she cried so much that I felt guilty about taking you but I knew if I didn’t she would probably end up giving you to someone else and I couldn’t bear the thought of you ending up with someone else.

        Three months later, she decided it was time for her to return home and I legally adopted you and became your mother. A year after she left I received a letter from her. She told me she had reconciled with her family and that this was the last time I would hear from her.

        I can only imagine the hurt you must feel as you read this. My poor baby I am so sorry for not telling you and I hope in time you will come to forgive me and that the memories we shared as a family will always remain with you and give you strength.

        Love,

        Your mother.

        

      

      The tears splashed her warm cheeks and her whole frame shook as the weight of her mother’s revelation once again hit her like a ton of rocks.
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* * *

      Mary remained in the house for the next two weeks, going over every single detail of the life she had with her mother. She couldn’t bring herself to get rid of any of her stuff. Every piece of clothing she selected to pack up for the Salvation Army she replaced on the rack as it reminded her of some special moment she and her mother had while her mother was wearing it. All the while her mind kept wandering back to the contents of the letter.

      She had another mother and she was Amish. How bizarre was that? Here she was, a twenty-something girl with a suburban upbringing, who'd never seen anyone Amish or been to an Amish village. As she pondered upon the words in her mother’s letter, Mary wondered if she really wanted to meet her real mother. Maybe she would have information about her father. If anything, she definitely needed some time away from the place that had made her so happy at one time and was now making her very depressed. Maybe a visit to her birth mother was just what she needed to do, to bring closure to all of this.
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* * *

      After calling her travel agency to book a flight to Pennsylvania, she packed a suitcase full of clothes and took a cab to the airport – she was going to find her birth mother. Three hours later, she was at the Lancaster Airport. Using her phone, she googled the town of Faith’s Creek and her possible means of transport to get there.  To her dismay, the only bus that went through that part of town wasn’t due to make a trip until the next day. She would have to rent a room and wait it out or she would have to hitch hike.

      She decided to book a room at a bed and breakfast that was in the vicinity of the airport. In the morning she would board the bus to Faith’s Creek. She settled into a small room that only consisted of a small divan bed, a chest of drawers, and a bed side table with a small lamp. The room, however, was well kept.

      At dinner the bed and breakfast's owner, Mrs Johnson, a kindly, elderly lady spoke to her briefly.

      "Are you visiting family in the area, dear?"

      "Well..." Mary wasn't sure what to say. Was she doing that, or just satisfying her own curiosity?

      Mrs Johnson seem to sense something, and a small, knowing smile appeared on her face.

      "You're no first person from the city to seek out Amish parents. A year ago we had a young man who flew halfway around the world to come look for... " her smile disappeared fo moment, and then reappeared. "I wish you all the best, may you find the peace you're seeking."

      And with that the old lady said good night.
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* * *

      The next morning Mary was on the Greyhound bus headed for her destination. She was advised by the driver that he would not be going through the community and that he’d let her off at the nearest point. She was okay with that as she was sure some passer-by would give her a lift into town or she could just walk.

      When she was finally let off, all Mary could see was long stretches of white picket fencing which enclosed vast fields covered by sun-kissed grass. She decided to start walking and hopefully along the way someone would come by and assist her.

      “Need a ride?” asked a gravelly voice from behind the window of a car that had just pulled up alongside the road. Mary peered into the vehicle to see a man who looked to be in his mid-forties staring back at her. She was hesitant. She didn’t know the man and for all intents and purposes he could be a serial killer. She felt her body take on the defensive stance as she prepared to run or fight back.

      “I’m not gonna hurt you,” he assured her as if reading her thoughts. “I’m just concerned that you might come to harm walking by yourself along this lonely stretch of road. Not many vehicles pass this way,” he finished.

      Mary decided it might be better to trust him than be stranded on this lonely road. She had tried to use her GPS but her phone died. She hadn’t remembered to charge it while at the B&B.

      Not giving herself time to second guess the man’s innocence, she reached for the car door, pulled it, and seated herself with her suitcase in her lap. This was in case she had to make a speedy exit.

      “I’m Tom,” the man said conversationally as he started the car.

      “I’m Mary,” she replied politely.

      “Where are you headed Mary?” he asked.

      “To Faith’s Creek,” she replied.

      The man let out a low whistle as he turned to look her over. His green eyes looked contemplative.

      “You don’t look Amish to me,” he mused.

      “I’m not,” she replied, simply not wishing to continue the conversation.

      The man seemed to recognize her reluctance to volunteer more on the topic and he remained silent for the rest of the journey.

      Mary could see the tops of houses and what she assumed to be barns in the distance, but none was close enough. She also saw windmills in the distance, their large blades spinning in a leisurely motion. The further they travelled; however, Mary could see the buildings take on more definite shapes.

      “Here we are, Faith’s Creek,” the man announced when they finally pulled into the small town.

      Mary could tell that the little square they had pulled into was meant to be the heart of the small town. Small shops and stalls were arranged along the stretch and a variety of colors and aromas assaulted her senses. She caught glimpses of what the shops had to offer, but the products on the stalls were on full display. She could see fresh fruits and vegetables, nuts, and canned products. Some stalls even had meat hanging on strings while others had baked goods and sweets.

      What most caught her eye were the people in town. The women were plainly dressed in dark colored clothing with aprons tied to the front. They wore a white triangular piece of cloth over their hair and boots on their feet. The men she could see had on shirts that were just as plain as the females’ dresses with little to no buttons. They wore pants with suspenders and straw colored looking hats. Apart from the car that she was in, there was not a single vehicle in sight unless you could classify the horse driven buggies along the side of the road that way.

      “Is there somewhere specific that you would like me to take you or are you fine here?” the man asked, bringing her out of her musings.

      She had been so preoccupied by the whole setting that she forgot someone was beside her. Turning her head in his direction she offered the man a grateful smile.

      “No, I think I will be okay from here, but thank you so much for your help,” she replied.

      “It’s no problem. I’m always eager to help a damsel in distress,” he grinned.

      As soon as the man drove off, Mary turned toward the stalls looking for anything resembling edible food. The trip had been a long one and she was truly famished. She soon spotted an elderly lady sitting by a stall that had an assortment of mouth-watering looking pastries. When the woman spotted Mary eyeing her goods she gave her a toothy smile and beckoned with her had for her to come closer.

      “What’re ye looking to purchase my dear?” she asked in a bubbly voice. “I have pies, cookies, muffins, a chocolate cake and this, our Amish specialty, a shoofly pie,” she rushed on before Mary could reply.

      “Well,” Mary started contemplatively while looking over the items.

      There was just too much to choose from and she feared she might decide to take a sample of each.

      “Why don’t you recommend what I should try?” she finally asked the woman who was anxiously waiting for her reply.

      “You must try the shoofly pie - I know you will love it,” the woman instantly replied, clapping her hands together in excitement.

      As soon as she forked a piece of the pie into her mouth she wanted to spit it out. The bitter-sweet taste of the filling was quite unnatural and made her tongue feel heavy and sticky. She badly wanted to spit it out, but as not to offend the lady she gingerly swallowed the content in her mouth, not wanting it to clog her airways.

      “Mmmh, this is good,” she lied. “Can I have it wrapped and maybe a few of those cookies?” she asked, pointing to the large cookies that lay covered by plastic on a server. They looked scrumptious and appeared to have nuts baked into them. She only hoped the taste was as good as the presentation because she needed something to get rid of the bitter taste of the pie.

      “Very good, miss,” the woman replied with joy. She quickly jumped up, got a piece of wrapping paper, and secured the pie for Mary. She then took out four cookies from the platter and wrapped them just as she had the pie.

      “That will be $3.50,” she said, placing the items into Mary’s hands.

      Mary quickly fished out a twenty and the woman dug into the apron pocket for her change. She used the opportunity to get some information.

      “I’m looking for an Elizabeth Schrock. Is there any chance you might know her?” she asked the woman, who continued to rummage in her apron pockets.

      “No, I don’t think I do. I’m sorry, I am from the next community over,” she replied. She then turned her gaze on Mary and spoke. “You can check by the furniture shop over there,” she said pointing towards a large warehouse looking building across the paved street.

      After thanking the woman for her service, she crossed the street and headed for the building. When she entered, she was taken aback by what she saw. Every piece of furniture was made from wood, well crafted and unique. Not one piece was painted and she found she loved that they maintained the authenticity of the wood. She could see bunk bed frames, canopy Queen and King sized beds, low rosewood coffee tables, glass fronted bookcases, trophy cabinets, kitchen cabinets, solid oak desks and tables, walnut chests, carved dining chairs, couches, and arm chairs. She could see items for just about any room in a home.

      “May I help, miss?” asked a young female who sat by a desk at the front. Like all the women Mary had seen thus far she was also dressed in a plain navy blue tunic and her hair was covered by the same white cloth the others wore. She looked young, about fifteen. Mary wondered why she was here and not in school like any other teenager her age.

      “Yes, uh, I am trying to find someone,” she started while the young woman looked at her with a welcoming smile. “Elizabeth Schrock,” she said, hoping the girl would recognize the name. The girl looked to be thinking about her answer as if trying to place a face to the name.

      “I can help you,” came a deep husky voice just behind her.

      Turning around, she was met by the most intense blue eyes she had ever seen. They were kaleidoscopic and seemed to be flecked with every shade of blue imaginable. She felt naked before them. It felt as if they were peeling her apart layer by layer and were staring straight into her soul. It unnerved her to be so affected by a simple stare yet she couldn’t bring herself to turn away from those beautiful orbs. Her hands felt clammy and suddenly speech was not forthcoming.

      “I know where her sister lives, and she could answer any questions you have about Elizabeth Schrock,” he continued to say.

      As he spoke, she took the time to give him a once over. He was tall but far from lanky, late twenties or early thirties. Although his outfit was loose fitting, she could tell that he was packing some well-toned muscles as his muscular arms were on display where his shirt was rolled up. He had a mop of curly dark brown hair framing the top of his head with a few strands dropping just above his dark eyebrows. His angular jaw was clean shaven, making it possible for her to determine that he was probably in his twenties like her.

      “Are you okay?” the man asked after waving his hand before her eyes.

      She hadn’t realized she had zoned out while he spoke and she felt embarrassment cause her cheeks to become flushed with color.

      “I’m sorry, what were you saying?” she asked.

      “I was saying we could go now, if you like,” he repeated.

      “Yes, that would be nice, thank you,” she replied, slightly embarrassed.

      He gave a slight bow in acknowledgement before turning to the girl by the desk.

      “Abby, tell dad I had to leave. I will be back before closing,” he said to the girl who had remained at her seat, watching their exchange with curiosity.

      Martha wondered if they were related as she could see no resemblance between the two.

      “Yes, Abel, I will,” she replied with a smile. Turning her attention to Mary she continued, “I hope you find who you’re looking for Miss, and do stop by again if you ever need handcrafted furniture,” she finished with a sales pitch.

      Mary gave her a genuine smile before following the tall man outside. He must be well over six-feet, she mused to herself. Compared to him she was a dwarf. She had always thought she was above average at her height, but with him looming over her she had to think otherwise.

      When the man named Abel stopped at one of the horse driven buggies she had seen on the road she balked. As if sensing her hesitance, Abel turned to face her with an inviting smile.

      “Don’t worry, dear Old Milly here doesn’t bite. In fact she is one of the best behaving mares I have ever seen,” he said, encouraging her to come closer.

      His smile revealed perfect, straight-edged white teeth and transformed his face as his blue eyes became sparkling gems beckoning to her.  As if by their own volition, her feet brought her over to him and closer to the huge animal.

      “Let me help you,” he offered, taking her suitcase and swinging it into the back of the buggy. He then turned to her and offered her his hand.

      Still hesitant about riding in the machine they considered a vehicle, she gingerly placed her small hand in his large one. As soon as their hands touched, she felt an electric current rush from the tip of her fingers up her arm and radiate throughout her entire body. It caused the fine hairs on her nape to stand at attention. Heat rose up her neck and she quickly ducked her head, hoping he had not seen her reaction to him. He didn’t release her hand, nor did he try to help her into her seat. There was silence as the two stood like statues by the side of the buggy the air around them crackling with static electricity.

      When she raised her head to look at him she realized that he was staring intently at her. His magical blue eyes had taken on a distinct shade – stormy blue.

      “Ahem,” he cleared his throat while averting his eyes.

      “Let’s get you into the buggy,” he spoke in an unusually high pitched voice and his face became tinted a bright shade of red.

      Mary smiled. He was nervous. It was sweet.

      After assisting her into her seat, he went to the opposite side of the buggy and got in. Taking the reins, he lightly slapped it against the horse’s back as he gave it a command to move off. The horse began to walk slowly before it started to trot down the paved road, its hooves clicking against the asphalt.

      “So, what’s your name?” Abel asked conversationally as the horse pulled the buggy further away from the semi-busy town to where the houses were relatively miles apart nestled on agrarian land.

      Mary looked over at his youthful face that housed the blue eyes that compelled her to share her soul with him.

      “Ohm, my name is Mary,” she replied softly, suddenly shy.

      “That’s a nice name,” he replied, granting her another of his radiant smiles.

      His smile was infectious and she found herself returning his. There was that invisible current that pulled them together again. Mary averted her eyes to break the connection. She did not come all this way to be swayed by pretty blue eyes on a handsome face and a smile that could make her swoon. She was here to get some closure. She wanted to see her real mother; to ask her why she really gave her up. She wasn’t planning on staying in this town. It was too rustic for her liking.

      “So why are you trying to find Elizabeth Schrock?” Abel asked, bringing her out of her thoughts.

      What was she to say to that? It was possible that not many of the people knew of her mother’s shame and if she shared her news with Abel it might just change her status in the community that she had given Mary up for.

      “I just found some information about her while I was cleaning up my mother’s stuff and I just need to get some things straight,” she replied evasively.

      Abel nodded his head in understanding, but as she began to relax he asked her another question.

      “I’m guessing your mother knew her well?” he asked, unable to hide the curiosity in his tone.

      “You could say that,” she replied solemnly, as she continued to stare straight ahead. This was another can of worms she wasn’t willing to open and she hoped that he wouldn’t ask any further questions about it.

      “Okay,” he replied simply. The words were final and conveyed his understanding that she didn’t want to talk about it any further.

      Mary was relieved.

      For the remainder of the ride they remained quiet, each in their own thoughts, mulling over the events of their encounter.

      “Here we are,” Abel spoke, breaking her out of her musings once more.

      Mary turned to him, confusion etched on her face.

      “This is Sarah Yoder’s home,” he answered her unspoken question.

      It finally registered to her that she had come to her aunt’s home and she turned to take in the scene.

      Behind a white picket fence lay a huge two story house that was painted white. It had a large porch and large windows on either side. Small patches of flowers were planted around the yard and highlighted the short path that led up to the house.

      “Would you like me to escort you to the door?” Abel asked from beside her.

      Mary turned and gave him a grateful smile.

      “Thank you,” she responded.

      At her reply, he quickly jumped from the buggy and rounded the side to help her down before retrieving her suitcase. Mary felt the same intensity of the electric current that had coursed through her veins the first time he touched her and she tried her best to ignore it. Together they walked to the front door of her aunt’s home and Abel sounded the knocker. A short while after, a tall woman with emerald colored eyes came to the door.

      There was something oddly familiar about her and even though she had just met the woman she felt a strong connection to her.

      The woman’s eyes narrowed as she took in Mary before she gasped, placing her hand over her mouth.

      Mary didn’t know what to make of her reaction.

      “Hello, Mrs. Yoder. I brought you a visitor,” Abel responded politely, breaking the awkward silence that had ensued after her aunt’s surprised reaction.

      The woman dragged her green eyes that mirrored Mary’s to focus on Abel.

      “This is Mary…” he tried to finish the introduction but stalled when he remembered he had not gotten her last name.

      “Samuels,” Mary volunteered, holding her hand out to the woman who still looked like she had seen a ghost.

      The woman tentatively took a hold of Mary’s hand and shook it.

      “Hello Mary,” she started, her voice shaky revealing her nervousness. “What can I do for you?”

      “Well,” Mary started, equally nervous. “I guess this might sound out of the ordinary but I am actually looking for Elizabeth Schrock,” she finished, looking at the woman hopefully.

      Sarah threw a fleeting glance towards Abel before returning her gaze to Mary.

      “I figured as much,” she replied with a nervous laugh. “You resemble her so much it would be difficult not to realize that you are her daughter,” she finished.

      To her right Mary heard an audible gasp and she suspected that Abel was the one who was shocked now.

      “Please come in, come in.” Sarah ushered her inside. Moving away from the door, she allowed Mary entrance.

      “Thank you for delivering my niece Abel - I suspect Josef must be wondering where you are now,” she meaningfully said to Abel.

      “Ah yes Mrs. Yoder,” he managed to stutter out. “I’ll be going now.”

      Before left he turned his attention towards Mary.

      “It was a pleasure meeting you, Mary,” he said, as a smile graced his lips.

      It sent butterflies to her chest and she eagerly returned his smile.

      “Me too, Abel,” she agreed.

      He left after that and she and her aunt watched as the horse pulled the buggy away from the gate.

      “Shall we?” Her aunt gestured in the direction of what she supposed must be her living room.

      Mary followed her and realized her assumptions were correct. After offering her a seat she went and prepared tea for the both of them.

      “So tell me, Mary, what is it you would like to know about Elizabeth?” her aunt asked after settling in an armchair opposite the one she sat in cradling a cup of tea.

      After taking a sip of the contents in her own cup, Mary replaced it on the tree on the small coffee table before focusing her attention on her aunt.

      “Well, my adopted mother died recently and she left a letter that explained some things about my mother but I wanted to talk to her personally to clear some things up,” she replied.

      Mary noticed that Sarah became solemn after sighing heavily.

      “I’m sorry to have to be the one to tell you this, Mary, but Elizabeth died ten years ago,” she replied sympathetically.

      Mary felt her heart slam against her chest and her breath catch in her throat. She couldn’t speak. In less than a month she had lost two mothers. She didn’t know why it affected her so much, seeing as she had never met her biological mother – she didn’t even know she existed before her mother’s death. She tried to dislodge the lump in her throat so that she could breathe properly, but she couldn’t.

      As if Sarah sensed her distress, she rushed over and pulled her to her feet. Just as she embraced her, Mary released a stifled moan that almost sounded guttural. Could that really be coming from her?

      “Shh, it’s okay,” Her aunt cooed.

      After Mary was calm enough, she allowed Mary to sit before taking back her seat.

      “I don’t know why I acted like that,” Mary said in an apologetic voice with her eyes downcast in embarrassment.

      “It is understandable,” Sarah replied in a soft tone.

      “You lost the only mother you’ve known your whole life and then you lose another mother you didn’t even know you had. Even the sanest of us would probably react in the same fashion or worse.”

      Mary gave her a grateful smile for her understanding.

      “I noticed you had luggage with you. Do you have somewhere to stay?” Sarah asked.

      “I was hoping my mother would allow me to stay with her for maybe a few days but I had a backup plan. I was going to try and rent a room close by,” Mary replied.

      “Oh,” Sarah replied with a contemplative look on her face. “You are welcome to stay here and I could tell you all you need to know about your mother,” she offered. “I just need to run it by Hans first.”

      Mary looked at her perplexed.

      “He’s my husband,” Sarah responded.

      “Thank you so much. I would love that,” Mary said.

      Sarah smiled.

      “You must be tired. Let me show you to one of the guest rooms so that you can freshen up and take a nap,” she said, rising to her feet. “When you’re awake we can start talking about Elizabeth,” she offered.

      “That would be nice,” Mary replied gratefully.

      Her aunt took her upstairs to a guest room that was already prepared.

      It was like she was expecting company. Mary felt a chill run down her spine.

      After telling her aunt thanks once more, she removed her toiletries and went to the en-suite bathroom to freshen up.  She went and lay on the cot covered by a uniquely done quilt. The day had certainly turned out differently than she had expected but she couldn’t complain as she had a member of her extended family that was willing to help her get much-needed closure. Soon she was in bed and fell into a dreamless, fitful sleep.
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* * *

      Mary awoke feeling well rested. The memory of where she was came rushing back to her. She looked around the room, but it was too dark for her to see much. She arose and went to feel for a switch for the light but couldn’t find any. With a sigh she gave up and started feeling for the doorknob instead.

      When she opened the door, she was greeted by a dimly lit hall way. She carefully made her way to the staircase where she heard faint chatter coming from downstairs. She followed the voices that lead her straight to the living room where she had been earlier.

      Her aunt Sarah now sat in a wooden rocker with what appeared to be knitting material. A burly looking man with sandy brown hair sat on the sofa talking animatedly to her. As soon as her aunt spotted her, Sarah arose from the rocker and this brought the man’s attention to her as well.

      “You’re awake,” she said cheerily. She then turned her attention towards the man seated on the sofa. “Hans, this is Mary,” she introduced. “Mary, this is Hans, my husband,” she finished and turned her attention back to Mary.

      “I am pleased to meet you, Mary,” the man said, rising to his feet. He reached out his hand to take Mary’s in a handshake.

      “It is a pleasure to meet you as well, Mr. Yoder,” she returned with a genuine smile.

      “Are you hungry, Mary?” her aunt’s voice chipped in.

      “I am,” she confirmed.

      She was served beef slices with mashed potatoes, corn, and gravy with a side of peach cobbler in the dining room. The food looked and tasted sumptuous. This was something she could definitely get used to. She hadn’t eaten one decently cooked meal since her mother’s illness. She herself had not mastered the art of cooking, and was liable to burn even water. Her mother had referred to her as a “cooking disaster.” The memory instantly brought a smile to her lips as she remembered the twinkle in her mother’s eyes as she said those words. As fast as the smile had appeared, it disappeared just as quickly when she remembered that her mother would no longer be able to make fun of her cooking – she wouldn’t make fun of her overall and she wasn’t there to make promises like before. A lone tear slid down her cheek and she reached up to wipe it away.

      For the remainder of the meal, she kept her thoughts away from her mother and focused on finishing. Her aunt came back into the kitchen to clear the table and although Mary insisted that she wanted to help with the dishes, her aunt refused.

      When she was finished, she wiped her hands on the apron she sported over her tunic and turned to Mary.

      “So,” she started conversationally. “Do you have any questions that you would like to ask me now?”

      Mary pondered the question carefully before making her request.

      “Do you have any photos of my mother?” she asked hopefully, but then immediately realised what the answer would be.

      “I’m sorry, no,” Sarah started in an apologetic tone. “We don’t take photos - it is a part of our faith,” she further explained.

      “Oh,” Mary replied, the disappointment evident in her voice.

      “But I can tell you this: you remind me so much of your mother that I don’t need a picture to remember her,” Sarah said in a reassuring voice. “You have her auburn hair and green eyes. She had a mole to the side of her cheek just above her lips like yours,” she continued, gesturing with her chin to Mary’s face.

      “I used to tease her about it when we were growing up,” she reminisced, getting a faraway look in her eyes. “Mama would always scold me for making fun of her.” She smiled at the memory then walked towards an empty chair and sat down.

      “As we grew older, it became one of the best qualities she possessed and caused the boys in our community to fall over themselves just to be in her presence.”

      Sarah turned her gaze on Mary. The look in her eyes told Mary that she was battling with whatever she was about to say.

      “She wasn’t really interested in the boys in the community, though. Her affection belonged to your father,” she revealed.

      “How did she meet him?” Mary asked, now curious about how the story would unfold.

      “He came to town to do a documentary on us,” she started after some time. “He was staying by our neighbor’s home and in that time Mary came to know him and grow affection for him. Our parents didn’t know and so they would often invite him to have dinner with us. But I knew, and although I warned her that it wouldn’t end well, I also protected her…,” she trailed off as her countenance became sad. “But then I couldn’t protect her anymore. He left and she found out she was pregnant.”

      “What happened then?” Mary asked, very engrossed in the story about her mother and how she came to be.

      “Our parents found out and they ostrasized her out. They told her she had caused disgrace and shame to come to the family,” she replied, heaving a heavy sigh.

      “I tried to help her, but there was only so much I could do,” she explained. “She left the community and returned nearly a year and half after. She wouldn’t talk about you and I didn’t pry. I was just happy that she was back, but I could see that she was battling a great pain that none of us would be able to help her with.”

      “Then why didn’t she just take me with her?” Mary asked, her voice sounding sharp.

      “You have to understand Mary - our culture is different from the one outside of our community. If she brought you back with her she would never be accepted back into the community,” Sarah explained.

      “So she chose to give me away,” Mary responded bitterly.

      “I’m sorry, Mary, but you have to believe me that she had your best interests at heart. You would have never been accepted back into the community without having the stigma of being a bastard and an Englisher’s child,” she tried to explain.

      Mary sighed heavily before turning her eyes towards her aunt’s sympathetic face.

      “Are my grandparents alive?” she asked.

      Again, Sarah seemed hesitant to answer the question.

      “They are,” she confirmed. “They live a few miles away from her,” she offered.

      “Can I see them?” Mary asked.

      “Okay,” Sarah replied simply, sounding almost resigned. “We can go tomorrow.”

      Mary nodded her head in agreement. She had had as much revelation as she could manage for the time being and decided to call it a night.

      “I think I’m going to call it a night now,” she said rising from the chair.

      “Goodnight, Mary,” Sarah replied.

      “Goodnight…” Mary started but stopped unsure if how to proceed. “What should I call you?” she asked the woman.

      “You can call me Aunt Sarah or just Sarah; whichever one you are more comfortable with,” she replied.

      Mary considered her words. At the moment she was the only family she knew and she had willingly opened her doors to her, so it was fair enough to call her aunt.

      “Goodnight, Aunt Sarah,” she replied, earning an appreciative smile from Sarah.
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* * *

      The next morning after breakfast, Hans left to go tend to his farm and Mary and Sarah left in the buggy for her grandparents. Half an hour later, they pulled up to a farmhouse with a wide porch that took up most of the front. It was a single floor dwelling with a big red barn and a windmill to the side.

      Mary suddenly felt nervous and her palms became sweaty with the anticipation of meeting the people who she was to call grandparents – the same people who forced her mother to give her up.

      As soon as they made it to the door, Sarah knocked. They waited patiently as rustling was heard from beyond the door. Soon enough the door was pulled back and a grey-haired woman stood before them. She seemed to be in her mid-sixties with the same green eyes that seemed to be a family trait. Her gaze had landed on Sarah first, but when she brought her attention to Mary she gasped audibly as a hand reached up to clutch her chest. Her face became ashen as if she had seen a ghost.

      When she had recovered enough, she turned questioning eyes to Sarah.

      “Mama, this is Mary, Elizabeth’s daughter,” Sarah explained.

      This time the woman’s eyes widened in shock and she once again turned her gaze towards Mary. Before she could say anything, a tall man with grey hair and a full growing beard freckled with grey hair appeared behind the woman a stern look on his face.

      “What is going on here?” he asked in an equally stern tone.

      The tension became palpable as Sarah stiffened beside Mary. When nothing was said, he gave Mary a fleeting look but she noted the look of recognition reflected in them. He then focused fully on Sarah.

      “Explain,” he commanded.

      “Dad,” she started nervously. “This is Elizabeth’s daughter Mary,” she finished.

      “I know who she is,” he replied impatiently, not looking at Mary. “What I want to know is why did you bring her here?” he asked.

      “Well, uh…” Sarah stuttered, unsure of what to say.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” Mary interrupted, extending her hand towards the man who had stepped before his wife at this point.

      He looked down at her hand in disdain and Mary retracted her hand as if she had been stung.

      “Listen here, miss. I don’t what it is you think you’re doing but we are not family. You are not my granddaughter. Don’t ever come back here,” he said in a hard tone.

      Mary felt as if someone poured a bucket of ice water over her head. Her heart constricted at the fact that her grandfather was telling her he wanted nothing to do with her.

      “Sarah, take her from here,” he commanded. Sarah jumped at his booming voice.

      “Yes, dad,” she replied, reaching her hand out to wrap it around her wrist. “Come,” she said simply.

      Mary allowed her to lead her away from the door, but as they went she caught a glimpse of her grandmother who had a longing look on her face.

      “I’m sorry I put you through that. I should have known he would have reacted like that,” Sarah said. The horse moseyed along the path, pulling them away from the hurtful words that had just been hurled at Mary.

      “It’s okay,” Mary replied, simply afraid if she continued to talk her voice would reveal just how affected she actually was.

      “You have to understand that they are traditionalists. They are stuck in the old ways as are most of the members of the community. You just have to give them time to come around,” Sarah continued with her explanation.

      When they made it back to Sarah’s home, Mary excused herself, feigning a headache. As soon as she stepped through the bedroom door, the tears she had held at bay came streaming hotly down her face. She sank against the door as her feet gave out from under her. She rested her head on her bended knees as an actual headache made its way towards her frontal lobe. When she could manage to stand she went and took a nap. She needed to regroup and think about what she needed to do. However, her aunt helped her make that decision.
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* * *

      When Mary made it back downstairs it was already evening.

      “How are you feeling?” Sarah asked with genuine concern.

      “Much better, thanks,” she replied, adding a faint smile for reassurance.

      Sarah took that as a good sign and began to speak.

      “I know your encounter might have you feeling like leaving here and never coming back, but it would mean a lot to me if you would stay.”

      Mary made to decline the offer but Sarah rushed on.

      “I really want you to stay,” she pleaded in earnest.

      How could Mary say no to such sincerity?

      “Okay, I will,” she replied, earning a happy look from her aunt.

      “Great, now you can pack your things in the wardrobe in the room,” Sarah replied excitedly.

      Mary laughed at her aunt’s eagerness to have her living with her.

      “Maybe you could help me get some dresses like yours and some of the coverings the people around here wear. I want to experience what it means to be an authentic Amish girl,” she explained to her aunt, whose smile grew even wider if that were possible.

      “I do have a set of dresses that will fit you just nicely,” she replied, earning a perplexed look from Mary. “They were your mother’s,” she explained. “And I think I have enough prayer kapps to give you a few to wear.”

      After meal that evening, Sarah announced to her husband that Mary would be staying with them indefinitely. Surprisingly, he did not fuss or seemed displeased, but approved immediately. In fact he seemed to be just as eager as her aunt to have her living with them.
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* * *

      The following morning, Mary replaced her skinny jeans with a straight plain blue tunic and apron that did nothing to accentuate or highlight her curves. After placing her hair in a neat bun at the nape of her neck, she secured the prayer kapp over it. She didn’t bother to put on make-up as her aunt had explained that make-up would be a distraction that was to be avoided.

      When she made it downstairs, her aunt was already up and in the kitchen, stocking wood in the oven of the stove.

      “Is there anything you would like me to help you with, Aunt Sarah?” she asked, ready to do something to earn her keep.

      “I need you to go the chicken coop located in the barn and bring back the eggs they laid,” she told Mary.

      Mary stood with a perplexed look on her face.

      “I see you’ve never done that before,” Sarah observed, amused.

      Mary gave her an apologetic look.

      “Don’t worry. In no time you will get used to all the things we do here,” she reassured Mary.

      Proving that she was useful turned out to be futile as nothing her aunt suggested she do was something she could actually do. Each time her aunt encouraged her that she would get used to it. She was grateful that Sarah was so understanding and willing to help her.
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* * *

      On the third day after she decided to stay, she saw Abel again. He came through the gate just as she was heading for the barn to attempt to get the eggs from the chickens before they squished them.

      As soon as he spotted her heading down the porch steps a huge smile graced his lips and he quickly made his way to her.

      “Hello, Mary,” he said cheerfully.

      “Hello, Abel,” she replied, equally cheerful.

      “It’s nice to see you again and you look great,” he complimented her.

      This brought warmth up the sides of her neck and she felt it rising further to lodge in her cheeks. She ducked her head as another pleased smile broke across her face.

      “Thank you,” she replied, still looking at the ground.

      She heard him chuckle and raised her head to look at him quizzically.

      “It seemed you were thanking the ground for the compliment,” he spoke in a light tone.

      She began to laugh as well when she realized that his statement displayed her attitude.

      “I’m sorry for that,” she apologized, “And thank you,” she finished.

      He smiled a perfect smile that heralded the butterflies who skittered across each other.

      “Why are you here?” she asked to distract herself from the way he was making her feel with his proximity.

      “Oh yeah,” he returned as if just realizing he was actually there for a purpose. “My father sent me to tell Sarah that her order will be ready within a week.”

      Again she looked at him questioningly.

      “She ordered a desk from him two days ago,” he explained.

      “Your father makes furniture?” she asked.

      “Yeah. He owns the furniture store in town,” he explained.

      It explained why he was at the store that day and it brought back the request he had made of the girl at the table that day.

      “And the girl, Abby,” she recalled, “Is she related to you?”

      “Yeah, she’s my younger sister. It’s a family business and we all work there,” he replied.

      “She seems a bit young to be working,” Mary mused. “Shouldn’t she in school?” she further asked.

      “No, our education stops at fifteen for the boys and fourteen for the girls. So she works at the store when she is not needed at home, but we all chip in and do our part.”

      “Oh,” she replied. “I didn’t know that,” she confessed.

      “Stick around and I’ll make sure you become very accustomed to our practices,” he offered, flashing her a smile that sent a jolt of electricity through her.

      “And what would you teach me?” she asked, her voice going noticeably lower than usual with a breathy intonation.

      She was flirting with him.

      His mesmerizing blue eyes went wide before they lowered in a way that she could only describe as sexy. He peered at her through his lashes as he responded.

      “I would teach you everything that a good Amish girl should know,” he replied, his voice also going lower than usual.

      The husky sound of his voice caused a shiver to run up her spine and she couldn’t help the involuntary intake of air that came through her mouth and caused his eyes to now focus on her parted lips and remain there. The air became charged. She knew if he chose to reach out and touch her at that moment it would all be over. She didn’t know why she was this receptive to him, as she usually didn’t succumb to the advances of a male with just one attempt. Yet she wanted him to reach down and capture her lips. She wanted to know if his cherry colored lips tasted as juicy as they looked. Before her thoughts could go further south, the front door opened and the two jumped in surprise as if they had been caught in a compromising position.

      “Oh! Hi Abel. How are you?” her aunt asked.

      “I am good Sarah. Thanks for asking,” he replied, flashing her smile that looked completely different from the one that had been directed her way.

      Mary moved to the side so that the two could converse properly.

      “Dad said to tell you that your order will be ready by a week’s time,” he said, repeating the statement he had made earlier to Mary.

      “Oh, that’s perfect timing,” Sarah exclaimed, clapping her hands gleefully. “Please tell Josef thank you for his speed,” she told Abel. “In fact I may just come tell him myself and introduce my niece to the family,” she continued.

      When Mary turned to look at her she explained, “The Grabers are our neighbors." Mary did not know this. Why hadn’t Abel mentioned that to her?

      “That is a good idea, Sarah,” Abel chipped in.

      Soon they were all walking towards the Grabers’ property, which was to the east of Sarah’s.

      “Sarah, what a pleasant surprise,” the woman who answered the door exclaimed.

      “I just came to thank your husband for his speed on my work and to introduce the newest member of my family,” Sarah replied.

      “Please come in,” the woman who Mary guessed was Abel’s mother replied, ushering them inside.

      She brought them to a sitting room that had some uniquely designed furniture pieces. After seating them, she went and got her husband. When he walked into the room, Mary could see that he probably commanded great respect wherever he went. She also realized where Abel got his looks from. His father was a handsome man, even with grey hairs at his temple and a few making an appearance in his beard. Mary realized their beards identified the married men from the unmarried ones.

      “Sarah, it is so nice to see you,” he said in a hearty voice as he brought his large frame further into the room and took a seat in an armchair.

      “Likewise, Josef,” she replied with a smile.

      “I wanted to thank you for the work and introduce you all to my niece Mary, Elizabeth’s daughter,” she finished.

      “Ah yes, Elizabeth’s…” he paused before continuing, “indiscretion.”

      Mary felt as if she had been sucker-punched in the gut. The whiplash of his words caused her eyes to burn and she held down her head, not willing to cry before these people.

      “Forgive me, Mary, if I offended you it was not intentional. It is just that there is no delicate way to put it,” he tried to placate her after the harshness of the statement.

      She did her best to offer a smile that did not look bitter or forced.

      “Well, we should be on our way now,” her aunt replied, sensing her niece’s discomfort.

      “Well, do come again. Mary, truly it was a pleasure meeting you,” Abel’s father replied, giving her a genuine smile.

      Maybe she could let his statement slide as he didn’t seem to mean her any harm.

      “You too,” she replied, genuinely meaning it this time.

      The mother hugged Sarah and then her putting any lingering doubts out of her mind.

      Abel saw them to the door.

      “So will I see you at our Sunday service, Mary?” he asked.

      “She will be there,” Sarah said quickly.

      After saying their goodbyes to him they walked back to their home.

      “They seem nice,” Mary spoke, making reference to Abel’s parents.

      “Yes, they are, but no matter how nice people seem you have to be careful as it can turn out to just be a façade,” she warned.

      “I see that Abel seems to be quite taken with you, but out of concern I want you to be careful.”

      Sarah left it at that and Mary wondered why she was warning her.

      “I’m going to go get the eggs,” she said as soon as they stepped through the gate.

      Sarah gave her a cursory nod and she headed for the barn.

      For the remainder of the week, Mary continued to do her chores and tried to mimic her aunt’s routine as she wanted to do a good enough job to be promoted to learn something new.
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* * *

      Soon Sunday was upon them. Mary wore another plain colored dress, but this time she wore a colored prayer kapp that matched the outfit – navy blue. Her aunt wore a black dress and her kapp was white. Hans wore a suit jacket over his suspenders and a straw hat. She was informed by her aunt that the service would be held at the home of a member of the church in their barn.

      When they got there, service had not yet begun. Sarah used it as an opportunity to introduce her to some of the members that were milling around on the outside. Some of them offered her gracious smiles but the others looked down at her through condescending eyes, making her feel small and inadequate.

      When the service began, she chose to sit in the back of the barn away from the main congregation. Her aunt understood that she wanted to be as far away from the attention as she could get, and so she left her alone.

      She saw Abel when he came in. He went up to the front with his father to sit with the men on the other side of the room. He kept looking around as if searching for someone and she wondered if he was looking for her.

      After service, she quickly slipped through the door. The others were currently inside greeting and hugging each other. A short while after she left a teenaged girl came through the door. She looked oddly familiar and yet she had never met her before.

      The girl looked at her with equal curiosity as if she was trying to place her.

      Mary noted that she had the same jewel colored eyes as her and if she was not mistaken she could also see fine auburn curls peeking from under her prayer kapp.

      “Hi,” the girl spoke, coming up to her.

      “Hi,” Mary returned.

      “My name is Anna,” she said, testing whether or not it would ring a bell in Mary’s mind and cause her to remember her. Mary did the same.

      “I’m Mary,” she replied.

      “Where are you from, Mary?” the girl asked.

      Before she could reply, a tall man came through the door and when he spotted the two he trotted over to them and angrily snatched Anna’s hand into his.

      “Let’s go,” he commanded in a stern voice.

      Mary looked at their retreating backs in confusion.

      “That was your sister,” came a voice from behind her.

      She turned to see Abel standing there.

      “My sister?” she asked confused. “As in my mother had other children?”

      “Yes,” he confirmed. “But just her.”

      “But why didn’t my aunt tell me all of this?” she said, almost to herself.

      “Maybe she didn’t find the right time to bring it up,” he offered.

      Before they could continue with the conversation more people filed through the door. She noticed she was receiving some fleeting glances from some of the congregation. Some of the younger girls seemed to be shooting daggers at her, so she hastily separated herself from Abel. After excusing herself to go look for her aunt, she left him standing looking at her retreating back.

      “Would you like to stay for the afternoon meal?” she asked Mary.

      “No, Aunt Sarah. I think I have come to my limit of how many persons I can stand glaring at me or looking down their perfect noses at me. " she sounded disappointed, and Sarah  nodded in understanding.
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* * *

      As soon as they got home, Mary excused herself and went upstairs to calm her frayed nerves. She felt as if she was suffocating. She wanted to rip off the thick shapeless dress and draw for a pair of leggings. At least if she was in the clothes they considered 'of the world' she would understand their hostility towards her. Then she would have been able to steel herself against their glares. Like this she felt vulnerable, and disappointed that some didn't appreciate her efforts to fit in. She fought the urge to change into a pair of leggings, not wanting to offend her aunt, who had been nothing but nice to her.  Instead, she chose to take a long, hot bath and she descended the stairs to put on some water to heat so that she could take that soak.

      “Are you okay, Mary?” came her aunt’s concerned voice as she stood in the kitchen preparing the dough for one of her tasty pies.

      “Yes, Aunt Sarah. I just wanted to take a hot bath,” she replied.

      Her aunt made as if to make a comment but thought better of it and closed her mouth as she nodded her head in understanding.

      “Okay,” she replied instead. “Go and have a seat in the living room. I will let you know when it is ready,” she told her.

      “Thank you,” she answered, taking up her aunt’s offer.

      Instead of sitting, she went to the bookshelf at the far corner of the room and perused the volumes of books stacked there. Some seemed pretty old and Mary wondered how they could have such a collection if they only required basic education to function in their community. The books ranged from child stories to philosophical journals. When she had time she would go through the collections and see if there was anything that would inspire her creativity. She was an aspiring writer, but since her mother’s illness she hadn’t been able to put pen to paper. Hopefully there was enough inspiration here to help her to get those juices flowing again.

      After her bath, she put on a thin cotton dress that was just as plain as the others but much cooler. She then brushed the tangles from her towel-dried hair and secured it in a bun before adding the prayer kapp. She went downstairs and informed her aunt she would be on the front porch if she needed her.

      She sat out there for half an hour uninterrupted as she pondered her next move. She saw a movement from the corner of her eyes and looked up just in time to see Abel coming through the gate. Her heart began to race and she felt ticklish butterflies in her stomach as she anticipated his arrival at the porch.

      “I missed you after service,” he declared as soon as he was at the bottom of the three steps leading up to the porch.

      Mary gave him a timid smile.

      “I thought you would have stayed for the after service singing,” he continued.

      As he spoke, all Mary could think about was how handsome he looked with his curly brown hair slightly ruffled by the wind and his cerulean blue eyes that stared up at her from under long lashes. His pink lips and straight white teeth were even more alluring at this time.

      “I wasn’t comfortable,” she answered truthfully when she fully registered what he had said.

      “Why not?” he asked, pulling on his suspender straps.

      The action brought her eyes to his hands. The corded muscles rippled with strength as he pulled the two strips back and forth.

      She simply shrugged her shoulders in answer.

      “Can I?” he asked, indicating that he wanted to come up onto the porch.

      She shook her head yes and he was up the steps in three long strides. Ha sat beside her on the porch swing. He used the soles of his feet to bring the swing into motion in a slow back and forth motion.

      “Was it something someone said or did?” he pressed.

      She really didn’t want to get into it, but then she looked into his iridescent eyes that were only inches away from hers and she found herself baring her soul.

      “I saw the way the people looked at me back there. It was like they were judging me and it made me feel small, inadequate even,” she explained. She then proceeded to cup her knees and place her head in her lap in a defeated motion. “I noticed how the girls looked at me when we were talking and I couldn’t take it anymore so I decided to come home,” she finished.

      Abel continued to propel the swing but he didn’t say anything for a while. The silence wasn’t awkward and she found that she started to relax even though he hadn’t uttered on word. It was like his presence was enough to grant her assurance that everything would be ok. It scared her.

      “They only look at you that way because they’re jealous,” he finally responded.

      This caused Mary to raise her head to look at him.

      “Jealous?” she asked, confused.

      “Because you’re the most beautiful female in town,” he confessed with conviction. “You might not have seen it but all the boys were giving you googly eyes.”

      At this Mary laughed.

      “That is so not true,” she replied.

      “It is,” he replied. “You are beautiful, Mary,” he affirmed, staring down at her with his intense blue eyes reflecting the words he had just spoken.

      “Any man would be blind not to see that.”

      Suddenly the air became thick like it had on the day he came to deliver a message to her aunt. Mary averted her eyes in fear of what might happen if she continued to stare into his eyes that beckoned to her from the depths of his soul.

      “I don’t know if I’m cut out for this,” she said and before he could respond she clarified the statement. “The whole Amish thing - I don’t know if I could truly give up everything I’ve known to live like this.”

      “Tell me about your world,” he requested.

      “Well where I’m from, the weather is always hot and sticky but I loved it. We have electricity, we watch TV, listen to songs on the radio and we have hot water that comes directly form the tap,” she explained noting how he watched her with interest. “Most of the things that you guys do here have already been done for us, we just go to the supermarket and pick up the packaged goods. So take for example milking a cow - I only have to go into the grocer take up a carton of milk swipe my card and I have what I need instantly.”

      “Sounds interesting,” Abel said, sounding intrigued.

      “It is,” she affirmed.

      “I guess you’re asking yourself: why would I want to give all that up to become a simple Amish girl?”

      She realized her statement probably sounded shallow and superficial.

      “I didn’t mean…” she started but stopped in confusion when Abel laughed out.

      “Relax,” he giggled. “I was just playing with you. I know you mean no offense."

      Mary punched him in the arm playfully and he howled in mock pain.

      “I guess this is a choice that you will have to make on your own but I want to tell you that if you stick around everyone will start coming around,” he said with a twinkle in his eyes.

      She offered him a grateful smile for his encouraging words and optimism.

      “I can also help you to learn to be a good Amish girl,” he continued in a playful tone.

      “Would you?” she asked, innocently playing along.

      “Of course. First, you need to practice milking a cow,” he replied.

      Mary’s face scrunched up in disdain at the thought of really touching the cow’s breasts.

      Just then the front door opened and her aunt peered out at them.

      “Hello, Abel,” she greeted lightly. “Did you come to see me?”

      “Ah...” he started, but was interrupted by Mary.

      “Actually he came to see me, Aunt Sarah,” she replied. “He offered to help me learn to milk the cow and I agreed,” she finished.

      “Oh, okay,” her aunt replied. “Dinner will be ready in an hour,” she informed Mary before heading back instead.

      “So when do I start learning how to milk a cow?” she asked Abel.

      “How about now?” he asked and she agreed.

      Together they made their way to the barn and Abel told her to get a low stool and a pail while he guided the cow towards where she had set up.

      “First, you have to grab hold of her teats and ensure they are well secure against your fingers. Then you begin to massage the teats and allow the milk to spray into the pail,” he said.

      Mary watched as he performed the action while he instructed her. After a few failed attempts accompanied by much laughter and milk spattered all over herself, she got the hang of it and could proudly say she had milked a cow successfully.

      “See, that wasn’t so bad now was it?” he asked as he knelt beside her.

      Mary turned her head to give him a triumphant smile but got caught by his intense stare. She could see that his pupils had become dilated and his breathing became rapid. Unthinkingly, she edged closer to him as his head descended.  At the last moment, Mary pulled away and stood abruptly, causing the low stool to pitch over. She could see the disappointment that flickered through Abel’s eyes and it tugged at her heartstrings. However, she didn’t want what happened to her mother to end up happening to him. What if they had kissed and it went further than that? What if she decided to leave in the end? How would it affect them?

      “I’m sorry, Abel,” she said. “You’re a wonderful guy, but I can’t do this. Not right now. I’m not even certain if I actually want to stay here and I don’t want to hurt you,” she rambled on.

      Abel rose to his feet and placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder that had a sudden calming effect on her.

      “It’s okay,” he replied. “I understand and I am sorry for what happened there. It’s my fault,” he said, shouldering the blame. "At the very least, I should court you in the proper Amish way."

      “I’m sorry,” she repeated.

      “Don’t be. It wasn’t your fault,” he reassured her once more. “I would like if we could continue to be friends though,” he replied in a hopeful tone.

      “I would like that too,” Mary replied, finding it easier to smile up at him in that moment.

      When Mary went back to the house she decided she wanted to give the town a try and she went to pray on it – something she hadn’t done in a long time.
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* * *

      For the next three months, Mary and Abel kept their relationship strictly on a friendship basis, but they were both aware of the underlying current that drew them to each other like a moth to a flame. They would joke around and make fun of each other and when it got too heavy, they would go on a time out.

      Abel helped her to understand more about the ways of the Amish and she found that over time she came to appreciate the simplicities of life. There was less stress when you had less to worry about.

      True to the words spoken by both her aunt and Abel, the members of the community seemed to be coming around as they greeted her more freely and the stares became less frequent. She still felt awkward whenever she went to the sing along as not all the girls had warmed up to her. Some made scathing remarks and continued to treat her as an outsider. The girls made her dread going and Mary only went for Abel’s sake.

      Her grandparents still had not come around and refused to acknowledge her in public. Mary learned that her sister Anna lived with her father, John. She was just fourteen, but like Mary has never known their mother as Elizabeth had died in childbirth.

      Anna was too young to stay back at the sing along and her father prohibited her from speaking to Mary. It made her sad, but she knew it was no fault of the little girl as she would often see her throwing tentative glances her way as if she itched to come and talk to her.

      “Mary,” Abel called out to her after service one day.

      She turned to him, wondering why he was so excited.

      “What is it Abel?” she asked.

      “I want to take you somewhere,” he declared, immediately earning a perplexed look from her.

      “On a picnic,” he clarified. “I prepared everything that we could take with us and there’s a wonderful place that I’d like to show you,” he continued excitedly.

      “I don’t know if that is a good idea Abel,” she started hesitantly.

      “Mary,” he said, taking a hold of her shoulders as he peered down at her. “We aren’t doing anything wrong.” “We are just two friends going out to enjoy a picnic,” he finished.

      “But what if they get the wrong idea?” she asked, still concerned about the implications.

      “Let them,” he replied simply.

      “You are impossible,” she huffed. “Fine, but be warned I hold you responsible if this blows up in our faces.”

      “Oh ye of little faith,” he replied with a short laugh that rumbled in his chest.

      A shiver went up her spine at the deep huskiness of it.

      “Let’s go,” she replied, turning her head away from him to calm her nerves.

      He sprang into action immediately and helped her up into the front seat of the buggy. She would never get accustomed to the sharp zing that went through her whenever their skin connected. Abel happily jogged around to the next side and put on his straw hat before taking off. The bliss of being alone with Abel and being brought somewhere new overtook her and all her inhibitions flew out the window.

      Unbeknownst to them was the girl looking at their departure with hatred in her eyes. She would make sure that whatever was going on between them ended before it even started. It was time she paid the Grabers a visit as a concerned member of the community.

      Abel took them all the way across town to an abandoned farm. The farmhouse looked old and dilapidated as if it would fall down at any minute.

      “You brought me here to die?” she asked skeptically as Abel removed the contents from the back of the buggy.

      He didn’t reply. Instead he gave her a mischievous grin that caused her heart to flutter. She needed to get control over herself. She was too easily swayed by this man. No matter how much she tried to steel herself against his charms, she found it hard to resist him. She found herself fantasizing about how it would feel to be wrapped up in his arms. These were thoughts that were not befitting for a member of the Amish faith and she was sure glad they couldn’t read her thoughts. They would have probably rallied to have her thrown out already.

      “Come,” Abel commanded and she reluctantly followed him.

      They walked towards the back of the building and straight down a dirt path that lead into the woods behind the property. The area wasn’t densely populated enough with trees for her to call it a forest. Soon the trees thinned and they came to a luscious green meadow scatted with wild flowers and exotic looking butterflies searching them out for their nectar.

      “This is beautiful,” she gasped.

      “I knew you would like it,” he returned, his head tucked just above her shoulder.

      His breath tickled her neck and she shivered involuntarily as the sensations overtook her body.

      After spreading out the blanket and putting down the basket, he beckoned for her to sit beside him, which she did obediently.

      He opened the lid of the basket, revealing all manner of delicacies and she began to salivate at the sweet aroma wafting up to her nose and from the presentation.

      “This is really good,” she said after placing a piece of the chocolate cake he had brought into her mouth. It tasted very rich and melted as it came in contact with her tongue.

      Abel didn’t respond and she looked up to see him staring at her with the same intense stare as the one from the barn three months ago. He didn’t speak. He simply took the fork away from her mouth and out of her hands. Then he bent and captured her lips with his.

      The usual electric current sparked and became fire instantaneously. His lips were smooth and so soft, but they burned a trail through her lips and coursed throughout her whole body, culminating at her heart.

      She couldn’t help the soft mewl of pleasure that left her lips and he took it as an opportunity to slip his tongue into her mouth. At the first contact of his tongue against hers she went wild, the fire within her roared to an insurmountable height. His tentative caress of her face became more pronounced and she ached for him to touch her other places. While their tongues clashed against each other she reached for his hand and placed it on her chest.

      Abel instantly jerked away from her. She felt hurt at his sudden withdrawal and started to turn away in shame. Abel reached out and grasped the back of her neck bringing their lips back in contact.

      “I want this to happen the right way,” he whispered against her lips.

      “What do you mean?” she asked, her voice breathy and a lot huskier than she had ever heard herself.

      Again he pulled away from her but it was so that he could stare into her eyes as he made his revelation.

      “I love you, Mary,” he responded, causing the breath to catch in her throat.

      “I... I... I,” she stuttered, not knowing what to say.

      “It’s okay, you don’t have to say it back but I wanted you to know how I feel about you. How I’ve felt about you for a long time,” he replied.

      “I’m asking you to give this a chance to give us a chance to work. I promise I won’t hurt you,” he said.

      “What about your parents?” she asked, unsure.

      “What about them?” he returned with nonchalance.

      “I don’t think they like me enough to want me to be a part of the family. What will they think when you tell them you want to court me?” she said.

      “Mary, stop,” he cautioned. “This is about us, not them. I told you I love you because I am serious about this; about us.”

      When she didn’t respond but continued to look worried, he attempted to put her mind at ease once more.

      “Do you trust me?” he asked her seriously.

      Did she trust him? The answer was a resounding yes – with all of her heart. She nodded her head in reply.

      “Then believe me when I say I will protect you, okay?” he begged in earnest.

      His blue eyes stared deep into her soul, willing her to believe in the promise his words provided and she found herself smiling up at him as she once more nodded her agreement.

      Abel reached down and gave her a brief kiss before raising his head and replying, “Good.” A smile graced his lips as well.

      After that they share a few more kisses before it was time to head home.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” Abel said lovingly to her as he deposited her on the porch of her home. They couldn’t share any more kisses now that they were out in the open, but the bright smiles on their faces and the twinkle in their eyes was undeniable and it would be hard to convince anyone that they weren’t enamored by each other.

      “How was your outing with Abel?” Sarah asked as soon as she stepped into the foyer. She had been unaware of her aunt’s presence as she hung up her coat with the same gleeful look on her face. She jumped at her voice and turned crimson with embarrassment as it would be hard for her aunt to miss her overly excited mood.

      “It was well spent, thank you,” she replied before realizing that she hadn’t told her aunt that she and Abel were going anywhere. “How did you…” she started before her aunt interrupted her.

      “A neighbor visited to convey the news that you and Abel slipped away from evening singing and went on your merry way,” she spoke in a tone tinged with disapproval.

      “Nothing happened,” she defended herself.

      “I believe you, Mary,” her aunt said after some time. “But you have to be careful. Remember what I told you a few months back that people can change in the blink of an eye?” she asked.

      “Yes, Aunt Sarah,” she replied, wondering what brought on the sudden urgency with which she spoke.

      “Well, that day has come,” her aunt replied. “You are no longer to speak with Abel,” she commanded.

      “But why?” Mary asked, surprised by her aunt's change of tone.

      Sighing, Sarah took her hand and led her to the living room.

      “Please sit,” she commanded, before pacing back and forth away from where Mary sat.

      “I want to protect you Mary. I wasn’t able to protect your mother back then but I will not allow what happened to her to happen to you as well. We all believe in the true and living God and we live by the rules of the Ordnung, but it doesn’t mean we all interpret the words the same way. Someone came to visit me and the way she painted the picture of you and Abel gallivanting around town was quite shameful. Imagine if they spread that news around town! We would all be shamed by the result. Not just you. Then my parents would have more reason to question my decision to keep you here. I can see that you are falling in love with Abel but I’m asking you to slow down. Let the town come to accept you and decide whether or not you will become a part of the church. After that I will consider your intention seriously and stand up for you no matter what the cost,” her aunt reasoned.

      Mary pondered her words and realized that all she had said was to protect her. Her actions were hurting her aunt. She hadn’t even made a formal decision to accept the faith and yet here she was making plans to have a future with Abel. She needed to ponder her next move carefully but first she needed to speak with Abel.

      “I’m sorry Aunt Sarah, it was never in my intention to hurt you or the family,” she apologized.

      Sarah reached out and cupped her cheek.

      “I know,” she replied in understanding.

      “I just need to speak with Abel, to make him understand,” she reasoned.

      Her aunt recognized her resolve and granted her permission to go see him.

      Throwing a shawl over her dress she made her way down the path that lead to Abel’s home.

      When she knocked on the door, his mother answered.

      “May I help you with something, Mary?” the woman asked, her voice sounding cold and detached.

      “May I see Abel?” she asked in an uncertain voice.

      “Abel is not available,” she replied in the same cold voice.

      “Oh,” she replied, disappointed. “Can you tell him I stopped by?” she asked.

      The woman didn’t respond. Instead she looked down at Mary in a condescending manner before offering her a tight smile.

      “Goodnight, Mary.” With that the woman closed the door in her face.

      She left their porch feeling despondent. She had never witnessed such a side of Mrs. Graber and it scared her that she had reacted with so much hostility towards her.

      Instead of going straight inside she went to the barn and sat down pondering over the events. She heard the door creak and looked up just in time to see Abel step through it.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked confused. “I thought your mother said you were busy,” she continued.

      With long strides he came towards her. Pulling her from the chair he wrapped her in his arms.

      “I’m sorry that my mother behaved that way to you,” he said against her temple. “I won’t allow her or anyone else to disrespect you like that ever again,” he promised.

      Alarmed, she pulled away to look up into his eyes.

      “What do you mean?” she asked the anxiety creeping into her voice.

      “Mary, I love you and I don’t think I will ever stop loving you,” he affirmed. “I just need you to trust me okay?” he pleaded once more.

      “Please don’t do anything stupid,” she begged, tangling her fingers in his shirt.

      “I won’t,” he promised, looking earnestly in her eyes. “But I won’t stand by and let them take away our happiness,” he continued.

      Kissing her forehead, he looked once more into her eyes.

      “Be strong for me okay?” he asked and she shook her head in agreement.

      That night her anxiety made it impossible for her to close her eyes. What did Abel mean when he said he wouldn’t let anyone take their happiness away? Kneeling before her bed, she prayed to God asking him for wisdom and understanding and to fix the predicament they were in. So earnest was her prayer that tears fell from her eyes as she pleaded with God. It surprised her as she had never prayed this passionately about anything – not even when her mother was sick.
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* * *

      The following morning she found out what Abel had done.

      As Mary sat down with her aunt and uncle to eat breakfast there was a loud knock at the door that turned into banging when Hans did not get to it fast enough.

      “Josef, what’s wrong?” Mary heard him ask.

      At this her aunt flew out of her seat.

      “Stay here,” she commanded.

      “Where is that harlot you have living with you?” the man demanded at the top of his voice.

      Just then her aunt’s voice interrupted.

      “My niece is not a harlot, Josef, and you will refrain from calling her out of her name,” she warned.

      “I will do no such thing,” the man demanded.

      “She cast some spell on my son and I want her to take it back,” he spit out angrily.

      At this point hot tears flowed down Mary’s cheeks. Pushing away from the table, mechanical legs brought her towards the foyer where all the commotion was.

      “There you are, you charlatan,” the man exclaimed his voice seeping with venom. He ignored all protests from her aunt and her husband and his hateful glare was focused on Mary.

      “What did you do to my son?” he asked.

      Mary didn’t know what to say. Instead more tears streamed down her face as each word he spoke stung her with the force they were delivered with.

      “You’re just like your mother,” he continued. “Innocent looking on the outside but on the inside you are worse than the harlots of Babylon.”

      Mary felt her head become light and haziness settled over her eyes. So this was how it felt to be scorned? Was this how her mother felt? She held on to the bannister for support for fear she would keel over as her breathing became shallow and labored.

      “Dad, stop this,” came the voice that promised he would protect her. “I told you she didn’t have anything to do with my decision. I love her and I want to marry her,” he exclaimed.

      Mary didn’t know where he was as she couldn’t focus, the fog was still over her eyes but she tried her best to focus on his voice. It was all she had to depend on; it was her strength.

      “If you marry her, you are no longer a part of this family,” his father threatened.

      "Stop!"

      Mary felt surprised that she had it in herselfo shout so loudly.

      It felt as if a warning bell had sounded in her head which prompted her to shout again.

      “Stop!”

      Everything slowed down. The room stopped spinning, her heart stopped beating erratically and most important the arguing had stopped.

      She focused her attention on Mr. Graber and his wife, who stood by his side.

      “I will leave,” she said in a shaky voice. “I won’t let you hurt him because of me, so I will go."

      Her aunt moved towards her, but she stopped her in her tracks.

      “I must be that much bastardly of a person for you to feel so strongly about me,” she continued addressing the Grabers. “I am irredeemable and you have no use for me. You look at me and all you see is my mother’s error that was made over twenty one years ago,” she choked up at the end.

      She could see that Abel itched to come to her but she shook her head in refusal.

      “You know what I came to learn while I was here?” she asked.

      No one answered.

      “That God loves us all no matter what we do or how many times we mess up. He is willing to forgive us. Yet I have done nothing wrong against you and you judge me. What did I do that was so unforgiveable?” she asked. “Was it because I was born? You never took the chance to know me; to know my fears, how much I struggled with forgiving God for taking my foster mother. Abel listened and he encouraged me to see God for who he is and I did. I very much want you to forgive you for judging me without even knowing me, but it’s hard and I can’t stay and see the face of people who hate me for no reason. And to think I was considering joining the faith,” she finished sarcastically.

      At the end of her outburst her eyes were red and swollen from her tears, the Grabers hung their heads in shame and her aunt and Hans had tears in their eyes. Mary felt bad, looking at them. Who was she, who lost ligion long ago to preach to them?

      Abel looked to be in pain, not for himself but for her. She couldn’t bear it, however. She loved him, but she couldn’t allow him to give up everything for her. Before he could react, she bounded up the stairs and locked herself inside her room. Going towards the wardrobe she began taking out her things and adding them to her suitcase. She needed to get out of here.

      She heard Abel banging on the door, begging her to let him in but she refused to listen to him as she continued packing her suitcase.

      When she was finished, she pulled the door to see a teary eyed Abel standing at her door. His eyes had widened in surprise when she opened the door but when he saw the suitcase in her hands they registered panic.

      “Please, don’t do this Mary, I love you,” he pleaded.

      Reaching up, she clasped her hand over his cheek.

      “I know and I love you too, that is why this is necessary.”

      “No, Mary don’t do this,” he continued to plead as she moved away from him down the stairs.

      When she got to the landing her aunt asked alarmed, “Where are you going Mary?”

      “I need to leave here,” she said simply, not willing to look at her aunt for fear that her resolve would break.

      The Grabers were out on the porch when she pushed open the door. Not sparing them a glance, she headed for the gate.

      No matter how much they called out to her she would not listen. She didn’t turn back, not even when she heard Abel running after her and calling her name.

      She proceeded to cross the narrow path across from her gate when she heard a loud shriek.

      “Abel, watch out!” the person cried.

      Mary turned just in time to see a horse and buggy bearing down on Abel, who was making his way across the path. Without thinking, she ran towards him and pushed him out of the way just as the horse made it to where she was. As if surprised by her presence, the horse rose up and its front hooves came crashing down on Mary’s chest and side. She heard a sickening crunch just before she went down and everything went black.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Mary felt parched and her head pounded as if someone was beating it with a hammer continually. Her eyes felt heavy as if laden with scales and no matter how she tried they wouldn’t budge.

      “Mary can you hear me?” came a voice that sounded to be above her head yet quite distant. She tried to respond, but even her mouth wouldn’t work; her lips felt as if they had been stapled shut.

      The voice continued to ask her the same question and after a few more attempts her eyes fluttered open but quickly closed as the light was too bright and burned her eyes. Cautiously, she half opened them to see a hazy figure looming over her.

      “Can you hear me Mary?” the person asked again.

      “Water,” was the first word that slipped from her parched throat.

      Quickly the person brought the liquid of choice to her lips. After a few gulps, her throat felt slightly better and she was now able to focus more. It was her aunt who stood by the bedside looking down at her through half concerned and half relieved eyes.

      “What happened?” she managed to ask. She tried to bring herself into a sitting position but winced at the sharp pain she felt to her right side. She chose to remain flat on her back.

      “You were mowed down by a horse and buggy,” her aunt gave as way of explanation.

      She tried to remember what happened, but her head pounded even more at her effort.

      “Relax. It will all come to you,” Sarah reassured her.

      “There are some people who would like to see you,” she continued in a cautious tone.

      “Like who?” she asked, confused as her thoughts were still mudded.

      “Like the Grabers,” she mentioned slowly.

      At the mention of their names it all came rushing back to her and she took in a sharp breath.

      “What for?” she asked warily.

      “They thought about what you said and realized that their actions were irrational. They wanted to apologize.”

      “They want to apologize to me?” she asked incredulously.

      “I know it sounds bizarre,” her aunt replied, making a funny smile.

      This earned a chuckle from Mary at her silliness but then she winced in pain. The sobering reality of what happened returned and she clamped up once more.

      “I don’t want to see them,” she told Sarah.

      “Listen, I know it’s hard to face them after what they said about you but after all you said and what happened to you they took to the streets to spread your praise to everyone who would listen,” she explained, trying to get Mary to understand that they were genuinely sorry for how they treated her.

      “Even mom and dad are downstairs to see you, as well as Anna and her dad,” Sarah revealed.

      At this Mary’s eyes widened in surprise.

      “Okay, but let me see my grandparents first,” she requested.

      Her grandmother came in the room with tears in her eyes and rushed towards her, all the while apologizing for the way she had treated her. Mary assured her that it was all under the bridge and forgotten as long as they were willing to get to know her. Her grandmother agreed and her grandfather, who stood by the door, gave a curt nod of approval and she realized this was how he was but he in his own way was apologizing to her as well.

      Next was Anna, who came and hugged her with tears in her eyes. After apologizing for everything that happened to her and for not being able to talk to her Mary made her a promise that she would always be there for her.

      A knock sounded on the door after Anna left and Mrs. Graber peeped in.

      “Can we come in?” she asked in a voice bordering on timidity and uncertainty. How the tables had turned.

      Mary simply shook her head not being able to speak at the moment. Very slowly Mr. and Mrs. Graber made their way into the room.

      “How are you feeling, dear?” she asked, sounding truly concerned.

      “Well, it appears I will live to continue polluting the good Christian air,” she replied dryly not able to resist the urge to make the gibe.

      “We are truly sorry for what we said, Mary. We were truly out of line.” This time it was Mr. Graber who had spoken and he moved from behind his wife and made his way towards her.

      “I am truly ashamed of my actions and I have come to realize that you were a better person than I was,” he continued in remorse.

      Mary was speechless. What could she say to his confession? It felt good to see him looking so abased after his pomp and pride, but in all reality it did not make her feel good to see him this uncomfortable – neither of them.

      “I forgive you,” she found herself saying without hesitation and the man who had knelt beside her bed looked up in surprise.

      His eyes glistened with unshed tears as was his wife’s.

      “You are truly a remarkable woman, Mary,” the man replied with awe. “And I am forever in your debt for saving my son.”

      At the mention of Abel her mind went to him. Where was he?

      As if the man could read her thoughts he replied, “He’s outside waiting to see you.”

      After thanking her once more they left and allowed their son to enter.

      “Hey,” he said in a relieved voice as he came to sit on her bed.

      “Hey,” she returned.

      “You gave me a scare there. I thought I lost you,” he replied, his voice cracking with his vulnerability.

      “Nope, I’m still here,” she replied smiling up at him.

      As if unable to help himself, he bent his head and captured her lips in a soft kiss.

      Even in her pained state she still felt the jolt of electricity that rushed through her at their contact.

      “I’ll never let you out of my sight,” he said with conviction.

      A lone tear slipped down her cheek.

      “But I’m leaving,” she whispered.

      “I won’t let you,” he returned, staring at her his blue eyes staring straight into her soul with their sincerity.

      “I’m not good enough for you,” she choked out as the tears rushed down her cheeks.

      Abel reached out and used his thumb to brush them away.

      “Nothing and no one else matters but the two of us,” he said still staring at her with the same intensity.

      “Do you love me?” he asked.

      “Yes, I love you,” she replied.

      “Then I’m asking you again to trust me. Believe me that we will make it and if anyone says otherwise you let me deal with them okay?” he asked her as she cupped her face in his hands.

      She decided that she would trust him more and that she would listen to him more than anyone else. After her close encounter with death she didn’t want to live with any regrets.

      She shook her head and that was the only encouragement Abel needed. He reached down once more and captured her lips in an endearing kiss.

      “I am the one who doesn’t deserve you,” he whispered against her lips. “But I will spend every day of my life becoming worthy of your love. I want you as my wife.”

      At this she latched her lips over his in a searing kiss. When they parted for air she said, “Then it’s time you start growing that beard.”

      He graced her with his signature one hundred watt smile.

      When they told the members of their respective families of their intention they all congratulated them.
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* * *

      Two weeks later Mary committed to the faith and she, her grandmother, her aunt and Mrs. Graber started preparing her wedding garment for November. She had originally come to Faith’s Creek to get closure but instead it revealed a whole new beginning for her. She felt like her life was just starting and she couldn’t be happier.

      

      
        THE END
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      This is it, Ruth thought as she finally summed up enough courage to pull open the wooden gate and walk up the path towards the front porch of the house she had called home for so many years. From the chipped yellow paint that clung to the wood for dear life, to the wide porch swing and rose bushes on either side of the porch steps, nothing much had changed.

      As soon as she found herself on the front porch, her legs began to shake threatening to give way and send her toppling. Holding up her hand that was also shaking and unsteady, she brought it against the hard wooden door in three soft taps. It was hardly likely anyone would have heard the light knocks but she heard rustling coming from behind the closed door and before she had time to prepare herself for whoever would come through the door, it opened. Before her stood her mother; she didn’t look as if she had aged a day since the last time Ruth had seen her, albeit it had not been more than three years.

      “Hello mama,” she managed to whisper to the woman whose wide blue eyes stared at her as if she were a ghost.

      “Ruth?” the woman asked in a disbelieving voice as she clutched the doorjamb tightly.

      “Yes mama it is me,” she confirmed with a bit of hesitation. She wasn’t certain what their reception would be and she was very much afraid they would reject her.

      Without warning the woman flung her arms around a stunned Ruth who barely raised her hands to pat her back.

      “My baby,” the woman cried against her neck. “I’m so happy you came back to us,” she finished.

      “I’m sorry for staying away so long mama,” Ruth began to say but the woman held up her hand halting her.

      “None of that matters. You are here and that is what is most important,” she said while running her hands up and down Ruth’s arms.

      At this Ruth burst into tears unable to comprehend the whole situation.

      “No more tears now,” she said wiping away the water running down Ruth’s face. "This is a happy time. It calls for a celebration.”

      Her mother reached out for her hand and held it tightly in hers as she gave it a reassuring squeeze.

      “Come,” she commanded. “Your father and siblings are in the living room, they are going to be so happy to see you.”

      At the mention of her father, Ruth cringed. The last time she had seen the man, he forbade her to leave on her Rumspringa but she had been adamant that it was her right to have the freedom to choose. Although he had relented and let her leave, she knew she had hurt him deeply. She could still remember the solemn look in his blue eyes that were usually bright with humor. The grim set of his jaw had made her shudder especially when he merely inclined his head in acknowledgement of her farewell.

      While she had enjoyed herself in the English world, the turmoil she had gone through the last year was not worth the freedom she had fought so fiercely for. It made her wish she had listened to him and not gone. Now that she was back, she was ready to commit to the church and to resume her life as a member of the community.

      “Josef, look who is here!” Ruth’s mother called out excitedly as soon as she stepped through the door of the living room.

      Her father, who currently had his head bent and reading the bible, looked up in confusion but it was quickly transformed to a look of utter shock. Slowly the man got up from the armchair and began walking towards her. Ruth’s heart beat rapidly against her chest in anticipation of his approach. Her mouth felt dry and her feet felt rooted to the spot she was standing in.

      When he finally stood before her, he simply stared at her unrelentingly, his eyes giving away nothing of how he felt. Ruth’s heart was still beating hard and she was sure that it could be heard travelling a mile a minute in the quiet room.

      It surprised and shocked Ruth when her father raised his hands and cupped her face between his calloused palms forcing her to stare into his deep blue eyes.

      “Welcome home, Ruth,” he said as a broad smile crossed his lips.

      She was at a loss for words. Again she had not expected this type of reaction. All she could do was shake her head as her tongue had somehow become stuck to the roof of her mouth.

      When he released her face, Ruth catapulted herself into his arms without thinking.

      “I’ve missed you papa,” she whispered against his shirt as he patted her head.

      “And I have missed you my daughter,” he replied causing Ruth’s heart to swell to unimaginable heights. “We all have missed you,” he confirmed.

      At this he pulled away from her and she was able to see her two sisters and her brother with bright smiles on their faces.

      A broad smile spread across her lips and she walked towards where they sat as they stood up from the large couch. All three crowded her as they encircled her in their arms, hugging her tightly.

      “We’ve missed you Ruth,” her brother Jeremiah spoke on behalf of the rest.

      “I’m here now and I am never leaving again,” she assured them.

      After giving each a kiss on the head, her mother escorted her up to her old room so that she could get some rest and change out of the sundress and strappy sandals she wore.

      “How is Elizabeth,” her mother asked as soon as she closed the door to her room.

      “She is fine, mama. She sends her love as there is nothing else you would accept,” Ruth replied.

      At this a dark shadow came over her mother’s clear green eyes before she shook her head, dispelling whatever troubling thoughts had just invaded her mind.

      “That’s good to know,” her mother said in a tone that could only be described as ending the conversation. She began busying herself with changing the sheets on the bed and opening the window to let in the cool breeze blowing outside.

      Ruth understood and she sympathized with her mother. She knew she probably wanted to know more about her sister who had abandoned the church and community more than two decades ago but it was prohibited. The only way there would ever be acceptable communication between the two was if Elizabeth chose to come home and recommit to the church.

      “There all done,” her mother gushed as she smoothed the last wrinkles out of the bed she had just made for her daughter.

      “Your clothes are still in the closet as you left them and I will put out clean towels and soap in the bathroom for you to fresh up,” she advised her. “When you’re finished, you can come down and have supper with us. We’re having meatloaf, your favorite,” she continued.

      “Thank you mama,” Ruth replied in a quiet voice.

      Her mother gave her another warm smile before exiting and giving her privacy. Ruth used the time to acquaint herself with her old room. Indeed nothing much had been changed. The navy blue curtains that were hung from ceiling to floor were currently pulled back from the single window in her room that gave her a perfect view of the sky that was now streaked with orange and purple heralding the approach of evening. Her unsprayed chest was situated on the left side of the opened window while her armoire stood on the other side. Her bed was in the middle of the room and a simple desk and chair was on one side.

      She gingerly made her way over to the table and sat in the hard high backed chair as she ran her hands over the smooth surface. Reaching forward she removed a pen from the handcrafted stationery holder before she pulled open the table drawer to remove her aged diary. She ran her hands over the not so new cover with ink and tea stains, then pushed her hand even further into the caverns of the drawer to pull out the key that was taped to the top.

      Ruth inserted the key into the small key hole to release the secrets she had written on their pages. She skimmed through the pages until she came to her very last entry – it was made the day before she left.

      
      

      Dear diary,

      I know papa doesn’t agree with me leaving on my rumspringa but I feel like if I don’t go I will never get to truly experience life outside of this mundane community. I want to see the bright lights and the fairs with the great wheels that Maggie told me about. I want to wear the clothes that everyone outside of our community wears and I want to be able to style my hair and wear makeup and jewelry.

      I still don’t understand why it is such a crime to get and use the things that would make our lives easier but while I am here I will abide by the rules.

      I already told papa that I would go and I know I have probably hurt his feelings. I know it will hurt him even more as I don’t plan on coming back to this town. There is just too much out there that I want to experience and I doubt a mere six months or a year will be enough.

      I just hope with time that they will come to understand my decision.

      
      

      Ruth closed the diary with tears in her eyes. She wished she hadn’t been so eager to leave the community. If she had known what awaited her then probably she wouldn’t have gone in the first place. Nothing she did while out in the English world could be taken back – there was no do over. All she had to look forward to now was moving on with her life and that included committing to the church.

      Rising from her seat, Ruth made her way through the door and crossed the hall to the bathroom directly in front of her room. After her shower, she wrapped herself in the robe that hung from the nail on the door and went back to her room to choose her outfit. She removed a navy blue straight tunic and an apron and laid them carefully on the bed. She then reached for the brush on the chest before sitting on her bed to brush her loose curls into submission. Securing it in a bun at the nape of her neck, she proceeded to get dressed. As she was about to step through her room door she remembered her head was not covered and crossed to where her chest of drawers was to look for a prayer kapp. Locating a white one, she secured it over her hair before progressing as before.

      “Ahh, you look so beautiful,” her mother who was at the foot of the stairs, gushed as she made her way down.

      Ruth found herself blushing at the compliment. It however was out of embarrassment as her mind flashed back to the last person that had complimented her and the disastrous consequences that had ensued. She hung her head as she felt her eyes begin to cloud over from the memory.

      “Come let’s go present you to the rest of the family,” her mother said eagerly, missing the change in her daughter’s mood. Hooking her hand in the crook of Ruth’s, she began to pull her towards the dining room.

      She was surprised to see that it was more than her immediate family present at the table. Her father’s sister and her aunt, Aunt Peggy and her husband Paul were at the table along with her twin cousins Abigail and Adam.

      “There she is,” her father called out with pride in his voice. He stood and came to greet her with a kiss to her forehead. “You’re aunt and cousins wanted to welcome you back so they will be having supper with us,” he informed her.

      Just then, Aunt Peggy rose from her seat and came to her with her pudgy arms outstretched.

      “It is good to have you back Ruth,” she said as she constricted the air entering Ruth’s airwaves by her tight hold.

      Then came Abigail and Adam, who told her how happy they were to have her back. They had grown so much over the last three years that Ruth could do no more than marvel at their maturity.

      As soon as everyone was seated at the table, grace was recited and the main course served. Everyone complimented Martha, stating how good the meatloaf tasted. This caused her mother to blush with pleasure.

      “So what was it like to be in the English world for so long, Ruth?” Adam asked as he fed himself another serving of the meatloaf.

      Ruth’s fork stilled in the air at the abruptness of the question posed to her. Her chest again tightened and it became troublesome to inhale or exhale. Her palms became sweaty and her heart beat erratically. She had hoped no one would ask her about her experiences outside of the community. Such talk was usually deemed an intrusion into the sacredness of their detachment from the outside world.

      “Adam, we are at the dinner table such talk is not permitted, you know that,” Aunt Peggy intervened giving her son a stern look as his father sat by her side with an equally stern look if not scarier. She knew it wouldn’t end well for her cousin and she felt sorry that she would be the cause of his discipline.

      Adam hung his head in shame as Aunt Peggy turned an apologetic smile on Ruth who gave her a brief smile before returning her attention to her food.

      After the meal, the extended family left as she retired to the living room with her parents and siblings. Her two sisters spoke animatedly about school and all they had learned and she listened keenly as everyone tried to bring her up to speed with what had taken place in her absence. She learnt that quite a number of her friends were now married and some were even expecting. She was happy for them but it also caused a wave of melancholy to sweep over her as she remembered her loss.

      Jeremiah at fifteen was currently working with their father at the tanning shop where they made and repaired shoes and other leather items. She learnt from her father that business had been slow but that they were still able to make ends meet. She wished there was something she could do to help out.

      “I want us to meet with Pastor Yoder, so that we can begin the process of having you commit to the church,” Josef informed his daughter who nodded her agreement.

      “Remember we have service this Sunday by their home. That’s as good a time as any don’t you think?” her mother asked him.

      “I suppose,” he agreed.

      “But I wanted to go fishing with David after fellowship,” he informed Martha.

      “I’m sure he’ll understand if you don’t make it.”

      Josef rubbed his bearded chin in consideration before he nodded his head in agreement.

      “You’re right, I’m sure he will,” he replied with a bright smile.

      Martha returned the smile before she rose to clean up the tea things. Ruth arose from her seat and attempted to help her, but she waved her hand refusing the help.

      “I can manage, Ruth,” she assured her daughter. “Tomorrow you can help with the house chores and cooking, but today I just want you to relax.”

      Ruth gave her mother another grateful smile before settling in the armchair once more.

      For the remainder of the evening the family sat in the living room singing hymns from their book of songs and everyone recited a verse from the bible. Josef then expounded on a particular bible chapter then they prayed. Everyone then retired to their own quarters.

      Ruth went to her room to prepare for bed. The journey back to Lancaster had been long and tedious. It had taken a toll on her body and all she wanted to do was to get a good night’s sleep.

      After removing her clothes to don the plain cotton nightie, she removed her kapp and loosed her hair from the tight bun. She then pulled back the plain comforter and got into the bed. As soon as she closed her eyes, she fell into a dreamless sleep.

      Ruth awoke to someone calling out her name. Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, she turned to see her sister standing by the open door.

      “Mama told me to come get you,” the little girl said.

      Ruth nodded her head in acknowledgement.

      “I’ll be there in a minute, Elsa,” she answered her as she pulled back the covers.

      Her sister gave smiled in response before closing the door and trudging down the hall.

      Ruth swung her feet over the side of the bed as she rested her hands on the cot to support her frame. Looking over at the clock above her door she realized that it was a little past six.

      She forgot that in this house everyone was up by 5:30 and set to start their chores by six. She guessed being away so long and not having any real obligations where time was concerned, she had grown accustomed to waking up any time she chose.

      Now she would have to reacquaint herself with the early rising. She quickly made her way to the bathroom and took a quick shower. She then put on yet another plain blue dress with a white apron before pulling her hair back and adding the kapp. She didn’t have the time to detangle it.

      When she made it downstairs, her mother was already by the stove making what looked like pancake batter.

      “Good morning, mama,” she greeted.

      Her mother looked over her shoulder throwing her a small smile before going back to the task at hand.

      “Good morning dear. How did you sleep?” she asked.

      “I slept well,” Ruth answered. “I’m sorry I didn’t get up earlier. I guess I was really tired,” she apologized for her lateness.

      “It’s alright dear,” her mother replied giving her an understanding smile. “You must be tired after your trip back here.”

      Ruth returned her mother’s smile feeling at ease.

      “What should I do?” she asked waiting on her mother’s instructions.

      “Ohm,” her mother started in thinking. “Amy is out by the barn milking the cow and Elsa is collecting the eggs,” she continued listing off the current chores to see if there was anything left for her to do.

      Turning to Ruth, she said, “You can help me make breakfast.”

      “It would be my pleasure mama,” she said eagerly.

      “Good!” Her mother sounded pleased. “You can put on the pot for the tea and the skillet for the pancakes."

      All her mother asked she did it quickly. When Elsa brought in the eggs, she made the omelets. She was happy to feel useful; God knows she hadn’t felt this way for a few months now. It also helped to keep her mind off of New York, and the pain she felt.

      After helping her mother serve breakfast, the family sat together and enjoyed the meal. Her father and siblings complimented her for helping out and that made her feel even happier to be back at home.

      When her father and brother left for the day, she helped the girls get ready for school. She then volunteered to walk the mile long journey to the school house with them. Her mother agreed and gave her money to pick up some items by the market on her way back home.

      As soon as they left the house, the girls bombarded Ruth with questions.

      “What was it like living in the English world Ruth?” Amy asked.

      “Did you drive in those little vehicles without the horse?” Elsa’s question followed immediately after.

      “What do they eat?”

      And so the questions continued neither deciding to let up and give her a chance to actually answer.

      Ruth laughed. She wasn’t at all put off by their questions and the way they were asking the questions without an answer was quite funny.

      “Girls,” Ruth finally called out, holding up her hand for them to stop. “How can I answer you if you ask so many questions at once?” she asked.

      “We’re sorry Ruth,” Amy apologized on their behalf.

      “It’s okay,” Ruth replied with a smile. “Now, who wants to go first?” she asked with a twinkle in her eye, letting them know she wasn’t at all offended by their questions.

      “You go first,” Amy said to her sister.

      Elsa turned eager blue eyes towards her sister waiting for permission.

      Ruth only had to incline her head in acknowledgement for her to fire off the first question.

      “What was it like, being away in the English world?” she asked.

      “Well,” Ruth started as they steadily made their way towards the school.

      “It’s a lot different from here,” she confessed. “For instance, they don’t have dirt paths like these,” she said gesturing to the narrow roadway that was pure earth. “It is completely tarred over like the roads at the end of town and the sides of the road are paved too.”

      “I heard they don’t use kerosene lamps like we do,” Amy piped in.

      “That’s true,” Ruth agreed. “They use electricity to power their lights even on the roads and the many gadgets they have,” she revealed.

      “What are gadgets?” Elsa asked with a perplexed look.

      Ruth smiled at the little girl’s innocence. It was truly a joy to witness such purity as was found in her sisters. At age eleven and eight, they weren’t faced with the dilemma of going out into the outside world or simply choosing to stay in the community. As a result their innocence was untainted. Suddenly she wished she were a child again. Then she wouldn’t be so full of sin and corruption. As she stared at her sisters who eagerly looked up at her, she felt guilty. In a way she was tainting their childhood, their innocence by her recounts of the outside.

      “Maybe another time,” she said.

      Disappointment showed on their faces.

      “We’re almost by the school now,” she said as an excuse. “We’ll continue this some other time okay?” she promised.

      At this the girls’ perked up once more as they eagerly accepted her promise.

      When they finally made it to the school house, Ruth received a hug from each of her sisters before they ran off to mingle with the other students already there.

      “Are my eyes deceiving me?” came a familiar voice from behind her.

      Immediately she whirled to see if it was who she thought it was.

      “Ruth?” the person asked, as her eyes grew wide with surprise.

      At the look of shock on her long time friend’s face a smile broke out on hers.

      “It’s me Miriam, in the flesh,” she confirmed.

      Immediately the woman embraced her and Ruth hugged her back eagerly.

      When the two parted, they could do nothing but giggle uncontrollably.

      “I’m so glad you’re back, I’ve missed you Ruth,” Miriam said with feeling.

      “I’m sorry I left,” Ruth replied just as heartfelt.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked wondering if Miriam had taken a student to class as well.

      “I’m the teacher here,” Miriam said with a proud smile. “At least until I marry,” she added.

      Ruth’s eyes went wide with surprise and excitement.

      “You’re getting married? To who?” she asked inquisitively.

      “To Jacob; you remember him right?”

      At the mention of Jacob, a scrawny looking boy with a mop of red curls and a smatter of freckles across his nose and cheeks came to mind.

      “Freckle face Jacob?” she asked, calling him by the nickname they had given him back then.

      “Yes,” Miriam confirmed. “But don’t let him hear you call him that,” she cautioned. “He’s changed a lot since the last time you saw him,” she further explained.

      “I’m sorry,” Ruth apologized. “It is a force of habit.”

      Miriam gave her a knowing smile.

      “I’m happy for you though Miriam, truly I am,” Ruth said.

      Again Miriam embraced her.

      “And I’m happy you’re back,” she replied happily.

      “We must catch up but for now I have some young ones waiting for me to impart knowledge to them,” she said.

      “I understand; we’ll catch up,” Ruth replied.

      They embraced for the third time before parting ways.

      Instead of heading home Ruth took the path that led to the market. A few members of the community that welcomed her back greeted her but others stood afar off staring at her in what she could only term as disdain. She felt uncomfortable and decided not to tarry after making her purchases.

      When she returned home, she helped her mother with the washing and tending of their small garden before resting for a few hours. In the late afternoon, Elsa and Amy were dropped off by a neighborly couple whose two daughters were their friends. In the evening, Ruth assisted her mother in the preparation of dinner. Her father and Jamie came home just before dinner was ready. After washing up they came back to the kitchen, as the places were set.

      “How was your day dear?” Ruth’s mother asked her father after he placed a chaste kiss on her cheek.

      “Oh, the usual,” he replied with a shrug. “But I won’t complain; God has been good."

      “God be praised,” her mother replied with reverence.

      “I saw Pastor Graber today,” he said, after taking his place at the head of the table.

      “Oh?” her mother replied in interest.

      “He said he would be delighted to have a session with Ruth before the baptism." He looked at Ruth.

      “Oh, that’s wonderful news!” her mother exclaimed clapping her hands in excitement.

      Turning his attention to Ruth, Josef continued, “He said whenever you’re ready you can visit him by his home.”

      “Thank you papa,” Ruth replied with a smile. “I think I will pay him a visit tomorrow.”

      “Good,” Josef replied in a satisfied tone.

      “So I guess I don’t have to cancel that fishing trip with David,” he continued.

      “I guess you don’t,” her mother replied with a slight shake of her head.

      Her father turned a bright smile in her direction and Ruth witnessed her mother blush as her cheeks became a shade pinker and her lips slightly curved upwards before she turned her face.

      Who was this David person that her father kept talking about? Ruth wondered. She didn’t recall her father having much of an acquaintance with anyone while she was here and yet now he was talking eagerly about fishing with his friend.

      After serving the dishes, Ruth and her mother sat at their places as her father said grace. Like the night before, after they ate, they retired to the living room to sing songs from the hymnal. They each recited a bible verse and her father did a short sermon. Tonight Ruth was called upon to pray openly.

      She panicked.

      What could she say to God? Would he even listen to her prayer knowing what she had done? She felt inadequate and as no words came from her lips her father fixed her with a pointed stare.

      “Is something wrong?” he asked.

      “No papa,” she replied. “I’ve just been out of practice,” she lied.

      “Prayer is not something that is practiced Ruth; it’s something that comes from your heart,” Josef replied.

      “Now go ahead and pray from your heart,” he commanded before bowing his head once more.

      “Dear God,” she started but she couldn’t go any further. Not when her guilt was pressing so heavily on her and made it hard for her to breathe.

      She knew her father was probably disappointed in her but she just couldn’t utter anything past that.

      “Dear God, we thank you for life and for blessing us. Thank you for all that we have received from your hand and I pray that you will continue to bless us. Amen,” her father finished the prayer.

      “I’m sorry,” she started to say but her father held up his hand to stop her.

      “It’s alright,” he assured her. “You’ve been away for a long time but you will get there in time.”

      She held down her head, the weight of his words a looping guilty tape reel.

      She had been away for too long. And as a result she was tainted so badly she didn’t know if there was any recovery from it.

      Maybe she shouldn’t commit to the church, she thought as she lay in bed staring at the ceiling above her bed. She thought coming back would lessen the guilt she experienced, but it felt as if it had been multiplied a hundred-fold. What would she say when asked to confess her sins before the church? How would they react if she ever voiced what she had done?

      She fell asleep restlessly, after beating up on herself for more than an hour.
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* * *

      When she awoke, it was still dark outside but she was restless. She looked to see that it was just 5:00 am, which meant she had half an hour to spare. Casting off her nightgown, she donned the plain dress and apron. Once again she simply put her hair in a bun at the nape of her neck and put on the prayer kapp.

      Ruth ventured outside towards the barn and spent the next half an hour milking the cow before she reached for the basket in the corner and felt for the eggs hidden by the hay on the barn floor. She then returned to the house to make breakfast.

      “Ruth?” came her mother’s confused voice from behind her.

      “Good morning mama,” she said over her shoulder, a smile plastered on her face.

      “What are you doing up so early; are you okay?” her mother asked as she came to stand beside her. Her eyes stared at Ruth, assessing her.

      Ruth felt uncomfortable. It felt like her mother was peering into her soul searching out her secrets.

      “I felt like making breakfast as a surprise for you,” she said.

      “What’s wrong, Ruth?” her mother asked in a serious, concerned voice. “I know when something is wrong with you,” she continued before Ruth could deny the claim. “Ever since you were a little girl if something wasn’t right you would find everything to do to keep yourself busy.”

      “I don’t know, I guess I’m just feeling a bit restless. I feel like an outsider; like I’ve been away in the world too long and I am trying real hard to fit in again,” she confessed, as she hung her head in defeat.

      Although that wasn’t entirely the reason she was feeling down, she hoped it was enough to keep her mother from asking too many questions.

      “Look at me,” her mother commanded holding her head in her hands so that she was facing her.

      “You are right where you belong,” she said firmly. “God helped you to make the right decision to come back. Whatever you did out there doesn’t matter; he has already forgiven you.”

      At this Ruth flung herself into her mother’s arms as the tears rolled unbidden down her cheeks.

      “Oh my sweet, sweet child, it’s fine,” her mother said softly, while rubbing small soothing circles on her back.

      “Whatever it is that is bothering you, just pray about it, God will answer,” she spoke assuringly.

      “Does He forgive every sin?” Ruth asked against her mother's chest.

      “Of course he does; you just have to be honest with him,” her mother replied. “If you don’t want to confess it during your conversion it is perfectly alright; once God knows your heart,” she continued to say.

      When Ruth detached herself from her mother, she felt much lighter than she had since coming back home.

      In the afternoon she visited the pastor who set her committal ceremony for the following Sunday.
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* * *

      David looked down at his eighteen month old daughter covered in what appeared to be the porridge he had set before her. He had only been gone for a minute to turn off the heat in the next room and when he came back little Hope was smiling at him, with the empty bowl in her hands.

      Sighing, he reached for her and pulled her from the high chair. The little girl giggled as he dodged her chubby fingers that reached for his beard. He couldn’t bring himself to shave it even though he had been a widower for more than a year. It, and Hope were the only testaments that he had that he had been married and was happy.

      Looking at the clock, he wondered where his niece was. He didn’t have time to stay with Hope this morning, as he had to oversee a big shipment from his factory. Even as he struggled to clean little Hope while she giggled and flayed her arms, he wondered what he would do when Liza left to go stay with her new husband’s relatives in Ohio. He would practically be left stranded. She had been kind enough to offer her help while he was away at work but now she would be going and he would have to consider an alternative.

      “Papa, clean,” Hope squealed in her baby voice, pointing to the new dress he had put on.

      David couldn’t help the smile that formed on his lips as he looked down at her. Her green eyes were the exact replicas of her mother’s and though it couldn’t be seen now, he knew that she was going to resemble her mother.

      “Yes you are,” he replied to her declaration.

      The little girl turned happy eyes back at him as she extended her hands towards him.

      “Up papa, up,” she commanded.

      David laughed at the little girl’s bossiness.

      “Yes ma’am,” he replied before sweeping her into his arms.

      She released a peal of laughter when he began throwing her into the air before catching her in his arms. As he continued to have fun with his daughter, there was a knock at the front door. Walking out of the little girl’s room with her neatly tucked at his side he went and opened the door.

      “Good morning uncle. I’m sorry I’m late but mama wasn’t feeling feel and papa already left for the fields,” the girl said before him rushed out.

      “It’s alright Liza, I understand,” he assured her. “But I have to leave now,” he continued.

      At this Liza turned her attention to Hope with a broad smile on her face.

      “Hey little Hopey Dopey,” she cooed.

      Immediately Hope strained towards Liza and David readily released her into his niece’s care.

      “I’ll see you later,” he said before adding a kiss to his daughter’s forehead and heading for the door. Going to the barn, he hitched up his stallion to the buggy before heading towards town where his furniture business was located.

      When he got there his second in command had already let in the workers who were carefully packing the items into the waiting truck. His business had grown quite admirably considering that he started it from the little shed at the back of his house. Now he was a well-known furniture dealer, selling furniture not only to the locals but he was now a key distributor in Amish furniture to the wider public.

      “I’m guessing Hope kept you up?” John asked with a twinkle in his eyes as soon as David plopped down in the chair by his desk.

      “My niece was late,” he explained.

      “Oh,” John replied simply. “Have you thought about what you will do when she leaves?” he asked in a serious tone.

      “I haven’t the slightest idea,” David sighed. “I was thinking about leaving her with my sister but she is too ill to be chasing after a toddler and most of the females are too young, or they're married.”

      John patted his back sympathetically.

      “I hope it works out for you my friend,” he said genuinely before moving off.

      For the rest of the day, David did inventory while monitoring the work of his employees. When it was time to go home, he was bone tired.

      Luckily the following morning was service so he didn’t have to think much about repeating the routine. Tomorrow would be a day of meditation on the word and rest. It was also a plus that he would be going fishing in the evening with Josef. Hope would be spending the day with Liza.

      Ever since the day Josef witnessed his breakdown by the pond after his wife’s death, the two had become close friends as Josef encouraged him that it was God’s will to take Sarah but that he had to continue to live, especially now that he had a little one to take care of.

      The two now had a fishing date every other week. It felt good to get away and clear his mind and just enjoy the peace and tranquility that fishing brought him.

      After paying Liza for the week, he went to take a shower while she waited for her husband to come for her. Hope was already asleep which he was glad for. When he was finished he came back downstairs just as there was a knock at the door. After exchanging pleasantries with Liza’s husband the two were off leaving David to get his supper.

      After supper he had a short devotion before checking on his little girl and then headed for his own bedroom.

      The next morning he had the task of preparing Hope for Service. After a messy feeding that saw him getting clumps of the thick oatmeal in his beard instead of inside her mouth, he gave her a bath. He then proceeded to look for something for her to wear. Luckily Liza had placed the little girl’s outfit neatly on the little dressing table for him to see. Otherwise, he would be looking through the drawers aimlessly not being able to decipher what would be proper. Again he thought about how much he would miss Liza when she left.

      He wasn’t able to get her to sit one place while he prepared himself so he placed her in the high chair praying that she wouldn’t be able to climb out.

      He made a quick dash for his room thankful that he had thought to shower before getting her ready. He was happy to see that she remained in the seat he when he came back out.

      “Papa up,” she requested when she saw him.

      Honoring her request he lifted her out of the high chair while reaching for the child friendly seat he had made to use when she travelled with him.

      He then proceeded outside to the buggy that was parked by the side.

      After placing the bag in the back he put Hope to sit in his seat to secure her seat. He then placed her in it stretching the leather strap across her torso and fastening it on the other side, to keep her in place. He then went for the horse and made quick work of harnessing him to the buggy. They were off shortly after that.

      He directed the horse towards the pastor’s house where the service would be kept. Not many persons were outside when he arrived and he greeted those he saw graciously. They eagerly returned his greetings with a few of the older women who were widowers themselves inching even closer to play with Hope. He allowed it because at a time like this, he figured it would be appropriate to find a suitable mother for Hope.

      Soon however the bell that called service into session was rang and David along with the others made their way inside.

      He chose to sit at the back just as the singing began. He joined in but had difficulty focusing as Hope kept fussing when he prevented her from drawing his beard.

      He could see Josef up front his head bobbing in time with the rhythm of the song. Josef’s son was beside him while his wife and daughter’s sat on the opposite side of the aisle. There was a female sitting with them but he couldn’t quite make out her face. He only got a glimpse of her side view when she turned to smile at one of the little girls. In any case, he could say he wasn’t familiar with her.

      After singing the pastor preached a sermon about the prodigal son before informing the congregation that a lost sheep had returned to the fold and would be committing herself to the church.

      “Please accept Ruth Graber, daughter of Josef and Martha Graber who has returned to God’s will,” he commanded. He then gestured for the female in the front to stand for all to see her.

      Slowly she got to her feet and turned to face the congregation.

      So this was the daughter Josef had told him left more than three years ago?

      He could tell that she was nervous by the way she wrung her hands together while her wide blue eyes flitted from one side of the room to the next.

      “Go on dear,” the pastor urged her to say something even as she stood there with her full pink lips opening and closing.

      Something stirred in David and it wasn’t out of concern. It felt more like an interest. A wave of guilt came over him and immediately he averted his eyes as he willed his thoughts to come under subjection.

      “Hello everyone,” she started in a soft silvery voice. “I guess most of you know who I am but for those who don’t, I’m Ruth. I would like to commit my life to the church; to keep its ordinances and uphold its standards. I now confess that I was a sinner and have begged the forgiveness of our Lord God,” she said before taking her seat.

      A chorus of “Amen,” erupted through the barn and he saw the girl’s mother place a comforting hand over her shoulder.

      “Thank you Ruth. You are welcome to become a member of the church,” the pastor commended. He then informed the gathering that her committal service would be the following Sunday.

      David racked his brain trying to remember the girl who had just risen to speak but nothing came to mind. He had been a part of the community for nearly half his life and he still wasn’t familiar with everyone there so it was possible he didn’t really know her.

      As soon as service ended persons stayed back to fellowship and eat. A few of the women joined the pastor’s wife in preparing the meal while the others mingled and chatted.

      “David, it’s so good to see you,” Josef spoke as he drew near. Reaching for the man’s extended hand; David shook it while balancing Hope on his hip with the next.

      “I see you’re not travelling light today,” Joseph said, taking in Hope at his side.

      “Not today my friend,” David replied with a short laugh.

      “No fishing trip then?” Josef asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “Yes, I am still game for that. My niece will be taking Hope for the rest of the evening,” he explained.

      At this Josef’s eyes lit up with excitement.

      “Great because we have a lot to catch up on,” he said.

      “Indeed we do,” David confirmed, and then added, “Including the fact that your daughter is home and you didn’t mention it."

      “She’s been back only a week,” Josef replied. “I haven’t seen you a week now,” he further excused.

      “No matter,” David replied.

      Just then his niece showed up and reached for Hope.

      “I will see you later,” Josef told him, walking off after Liza greeted him.
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* * *

      Later that afternoon the two men met for fishing. It was a secluded area that was rarely used by anyone else. This made it a suitable area to sit in silence as they waited for the fish to bite. Their moments of silence were usually interrupted by sporadic conversation before they reverted back to not speaking.

      As the two sat comfortably on the grass by the bank of the river, they each threw out their lines and waited.

      David was the first to catch a fish and Josef followed in short order.

      “How’s business?” Josef asked David as he swung his line back into the water.

      “Business is good,” he answered. “The orders keep coming in. I did two shipments this week alone,” he continued beaming.

      “You?” he asked Josef.

      After some time Josef answered. “Business isn’t as it used to be but I’m thankful.”

      “That’s true,” David acquiesced. “If you ever need any help don’t hesitate to ask me though,” he offered.

      “It won’t come to that,” Josef affirmed, being the proud man that he was.

      David didn’t comment further.

      “How’s little Hope?” Josef restarted the conversation. “She looks bigger every time I see her.”

      “Hope is great,” he replied. “I can’t imagine my life without her, especially now that…”

      David trailed off not able to complete the sentence. Josef however knew what he was about to say and he gave him a light pat on the back.

      “Praise God for leaving you this precious gift,” he implored David.

      “I am grateful,” he countered. “I just wish she was here to share in the joy. I’m not bitter anymore but it still hurts sometimes when I think about her,” he confessed.

      Again Josef patted his back before bringing his attention back to his pole.

      After some time Josef spoke again.

      “I hear that Liza will be leaving with her new husband.”

      “Yes,” David acknowledged. “And it means I’m out of a babysitter as well.”

      “Have you tried asking around to see if anyone would like the job?” Josef asked.

      “No I haven’t; most of the females are too young, already married or about to get married,” he replied.

      “Well I hope it works out soon for you,” Josef offered and David inclined his head in response.

      The two remained quiet for the rest of their time fishing. When they were satisfied with their catch, they packed up and walked back to the main road. There they parted ways as they lived opposite ends of the community.
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* * *

      Ruth’s committal ceremony passed without a hitch and she was now a member of the church. She was happy and hopeful that everything would now fall in place. However, the euphoric feeling she felt quickly died away when she overheard two women who were supposedly her mother’s friend talking about her.

      “It’s a shame she put her poor family through such grief,” one woman said in a voice filled with disdain.

      “I can’t imagine the things she must have done while out there,” the other woman joined in referring to her time out in the English world.

      “And she was gone so long. Something must have happened that’s the only reason she returned,” the first woman said.

      “I for one know that my Nathan could never think of taking such a girl to be his wife,” she continued to say.

      “I would have a heart attack if Jacob ever had that intention towards her,” the other said laughing.

      “No one in their right minds allow her to taint their son with her worldly ways.”

      Unable to take anymore, Ruth rounded the corner catching them off guard.

      “Oh, hello dear,” the woman who had spoken first greeted, when she recovered from her surprise.

      Ruth couldn’t bring herself to return the greeting.

      “Excuse me,” she said instead pushing past them and heading for the house.

      “She’s rude too,” she heard the other woman try to whisper to her co-conspirator.

      Even at service it was no better. The persons in her age group barely spoke to her and if they even tried they got stern looks from their parents. She didn’t stay back at the after service sing alongs, opting to go home with her parents. The only friend she had was Mary, but Mary wouldn’t understand her plight because she believed in the innate good of everyone. When she wasn’t working herself to exhaustion trying to help her mother with everything, she spent most days in the barn talking to their cow Bessy while she wrote in her diary.

      Her father became worried, as he knew something was wrong but he couldn’t quite figure out what it was. He thought she probably needed a new setting to get away from the house some times.

      That is when the idea of her becoming Hope’s babysitter popped into his head.
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* * *

      Donning his straw hat and coat, he decided to pay his friend a visit.

      “Josef, this is a surprise,” David spoke after embracing him. “What brings you here?”

      “I found a babysitter for you,” Joseph replied excitedly.

      David knitted his eyebrows in confusion.

      “What? Who?”

      “My daughter, Ruth."

      “Your daughter?” David was surprised at this.

      “Yes. I think she needs something to do. She has been cooped up in the house since she came home. She doesn’t interact with the people her age, I’m worried."

      David pondered all that he just said for a few moments. He had noticed how reserved the girl had been. When others in her age group congregated, she was never in the midst. His eyes usually sought her out and he would see her sitting by herself or around her mother. He had found it odd but hadn’t put much more thought into it.

      When he pondered his friend’s offer, he realized that he couldn’t pass it up, not now anyway. Liza was set to leave by the week’s end, which meant he was between a rock and a hard place.

      “Ok,” he conceded reluctantly. “She can start next Monday. Liza is leaving the Saturday. But I’ll manage until then.”

      “Thank you David,” Josef responded, relieved.

      He returned his friend’s smile as they shook on it.
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* * *

      Ruth knocked on the door as she patiently waited for her new employer to admit her. To say she was anxious would have been an understatement. Her palms were sweating profusely and her heart rate was far from normal. Had she known her father would have gone and set her up with a job like this, she would have implored him not to. It wasn’t that she was opposed to getting a job but she didn’t think she had the skill-set to take care of a toddler. Yet it seemed it would be the only job that she would be getting in town. It was even more important now that there was another mouth to feed at home (hers) and her father’s tanning business wasn’t doing too well.

      For this reason she chose to endure it. She didn't know the man she was about to meet, but from her father's description he seemed nice enough.

      Just then the door flew open and Mr. Yoder stood before her.

      “Good morning Mr. Yoder, I am Ruth, my father sent me,” she introduced herself with a shy smile.

      “Yes I know,” he replied his smile much broader than hers. “Please come in,” he said moving aside so she could enter.

      Ruth stepped inside and waited for him to close the door and lead the way.

      “This way please,” he said warmly. He led her to a living room that was filled with the finest furnishings she had ever seen.

      “Please have a seat,” he offered when she stood awkwardly by the entrance.

      Graciously accepting his offer, she sat in a high backed armchair while he sat across from her.

      The man stared at her for a few moments without saying anything. This made her uncomfortable as his steel grey eyes peered at her as if he was trying to see into her soul. She felt like squirming – shrinking even under his gaze but somehow she remained upright and unmoving.

      “Hope is asleep at the moment,” he said, to break the ice.

      She smiled in response, not quite certain what to say.

      “Do you have any experience taking care of a toddler Ruth?” he asked still watching her intently.

      “Ohm,” she started nervously, fidgeting in her seat. He was making her so nervous; she couldn’t think what to say. Removing her gaze from his, she attempted an answer once more.

      “No, I don’t have much experience with taking care of toddlers. Though I did assist my mother when I was younger with the other two girls,” she answered, sounding hopeful.

      She turned her head to face him and to see his response, and saw him shaking his head as if in consideration of her answer.

      “Fair enough,” he responded. “And what are your expectations of your wages?” he asked.

      She was surprised by the question. Usually the employer stated what he expected to pay.

      “I didn’t have a figure in mind,” she answered timidly feeling even more inadequate with the role she was called to play.

      “No worries,” he answered with a bright smile picking up on her nervousness.

      “The pay will be $400 per fortnight,” he said.

      Ruth couldn’t believe what heard. She stared at him in surprise. So much so that she almost missed the rest of his statement.

      “You will be here from seven to five every evening except Sundays. If you have errands to run, I give you permission to take Hope with you and if you have an emergency at home just let me know beforehand."

      Rising to his feet, he extended a hand to help her out of her seat.

      “Let me show you where Hope’s room is,” he said.

      Ruth gently placed her hand into his upturned palm and immediately felt an unfamiliar warmth travel from her palm that was connected to his and straight up her arm. She turned her eyes up at him wondering if he had felt it but he wasn’t looking at her. As soon as she was up, she removed her still warm and tingly palm from his.

      “This way,” he instructed walking ahead of her.

      When they made it to the room that was located on the second floor, Ruth was bowled over by everything. There was a big mahogany crib to the far side of the room. There was a changing table to one side and a small chest beside it. There was also a small cot in the middle of the room adorned with a pink comforter and a few teddy bears neatly laying on top. There was also a chest at the foot of the bed.

      This was more than she or any of her siblings had grown up with and she was at a loss for words.

      “My wife wanted her room to be special. She designed it all,” David spoke when he saw the look of awe on her face.

      “I’m sorry for your loss, Mr. Yoder,” Ruth offered her condolences.

      “It’s okay,” he said before turning his attention to the crib where the little girl lay asleep on her belly.

      Bending over the crib, David gently shook his daughter.

      “Hey Hopey Dopey,” he spoke gently. “Time to get up.”

      Ruth’s insides tingled at the sweet gesture.

      The baby’s eyes fluttered open. Bringing herself into a sitting position she began to rub her eyes. David stood by the crib watching his daughter. When she was more oriented, her eyes landed on him and she smiled.

      “Papa up,” she said raising her hands.

      David obliged the little girl taking her into his arms. Like every other morning he threw her in the air, much to her happiness before catching her. Squeals of enjoyment escaped her little mouth and when he stopped she held tightly to his neck.

      “More papa, more,” the little girl requested and he obliged her once more.

      Ruth stood to the side with a smile on her face as she watched the happy exchange between father and daughter. Without warning, her mind conjured images of her past reminding her of what she had lost.

      She quickly averted her eyes that had started burning with her near tears. She didn’t want to break up the happy moment with her own drama.

      “Papa, girl,” she heard the little girl say in her sweet little voice.

      Lifting her head she noticed the little girl pointing at her and David looking in her direction.

      “Yes that is a girl, like you and Aunty Liza,” he said against her cheek.

      “And I am a boy,” he continued to say.

      The little girl stared at him, not quite sure what he meant and again Ruth found herself smiling. They were so innocent when they were young.

      “Would you like to see her?” he asked the little girl cautiously pointing to Ruth.

      Hope shook her head eagerly, prompting David to walk towards her.

      “Hello Hope,” she said smiling at the little girl who stared at her through interested eyes.

      “I’m Ruth,” she continued introducing herself.

      The little girl simply continued to stare at her.

      “Where auntie Li?” she asked her father looking as if she was about to cry.

      The little girl’s rejection was a sting to her ego but it was understandable. She was a stranger after all; someone the little girl had just met as opposed to who had been looking after her before.

      “Aunty Liza had to leave for a while sweetie; Aunty Ruth will be with you now,” he tried to explain. However it only made the situation worse as the little girl’s mouth formed the perfect pout and her eyes glistened just before she let out a loud wail.

      David did his best to calm her but she wouldn’t as she kept crying for the other woman. David gave her an apologetic look over the little girl’s mass of brown curls.

      Ruth in turn gave him an understanding smile.

      Finally he was able to calm the wailing child and Ruth tried to get the little girl acquainted with her.

      She was currently sitting on the area rug with a few of her toys surrounding her. David was beside her playing, or rather allowing her to include him in her play. Very slowly Ruth knelt beside her. The little girl turned briefly to look at her before returning to what she was doing.

      “Can I play Hope?” she asked the little girl in a kind gentle voice.

      After some time she replied, “Okie.”

      Ruth took one of the bears that seemed to be her least favorite and began mimicking the little girl’s movements. Soon she was giggling and trying more intricate actions to see if Ruth would be able to mimic them.

      Slowly David eased himself off the ground mouthing to her that he was late and needed to be at work. She shook her head in understanding as she continued her play with the little girl.

      When she was certain that David had left she tried to coax the little girl in going downstairs for breakfast. To her surprise it didn’t take much prodding.

      “Up,” Hope said her arms upraised, as they had been when she requested her father lift her.

      Obliging the little girl, Ruth took her into her arms and brought her downstairs. After setting her in the high chair in the kitchen, she went about making cereal for her. Hope watched her for some time before turning her attention to the bear she had brought downstairs.

      Ruth thanked God privately when the little girl cooperated as she fed her the cereal.

      After breakfast, she bathed her and put on a fresh set of clothes on her. The rest of the day was spent with her playing all of Hope’s favorite games in between meals and nap time.

      Although she didn’t know if it was a part of her job description, she decided to make dinner for David. She then put Hope to sleep before taking some time to relax. Taking care of a toddler was no joke.
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* * *

      At precisely five, David was home.

      “Ah I see you made it through the say unscathed,” he remarked.

      “Yes Mr. Yoder,” she affirmed. “Hope is a handful,” she said with a soft laugh. “But she is a sweet child."

      “That’s good to hear,” he replied' sounding relieved.

      “I didn’t know if I should but I made dinner,” she informed him.

      “Oh thank you Ruth,” he replied in a pleasantly surprised tone.

      At his comment she found herself smiling pleased by his gratitude.

      “Well I’ll be off now,” she informed him.

      “Wait,” he called out before she could make it to the door.

      Ruth turned to face him.

      “Did you eat?” he asked his gaze as assessing as it had been earlier.

      “It’s okay,” she assured him. “I’m sure they left my dinner at home.”

      “Well, Miss Ruth; the next time you cook for me, I expect you to enjoy the meal as well."

      Not wanting to displease him she readily agreed, “Yes sir.”

      “Is your father coming for you?” he asked.

      “No sir. I will walk,” she told him.

      “At this time of the evening and after such a long day?” he asked in return.

      “Take the buggy and get home safely,” he offered.

      As she made to protest he spoke up, “I have another buggy so you aren’t putting me out of my way. Plus I will feel better knowing you arrived home in a safe and timely manner.”

      At this she offered him a bright smile that caused David’s heart to constrict within his chest.

      “Thank you sir,” she replied and he followed her outside helping her into the driver’s seat.

      David watched as the buggy rolled away from him and made its way through the path before picking up speed as the horse cantered down the stretch.

      What was it about this girl that interested him so? He couldn’t quite comprehend why he had been so drawn to her. Something stirred within him whenever she turned her bright blue eyes at him or when her pink lips formed the perfect crescent as she smiled at him. Even when their hands touched he had felt something.

      Whatever it was, he had to put a stop to it. He was her employer and not only that but her father was his good friend. When he thought about the age gap, he felt even guiltier – he could have easily been her father.

      The feelings that stirred within him made him feel alive but they also felt taboo. Sarah would probably turn in her grave if she knew he was harboring such feelings.

      That night he prayed to God asking him for guidance and to take away the feelings that he found himself developing for Ruth.

      Ruth lay in bed thinking about the day she had. She had to admit to herself that she was already in love with the little girl that brought a smile to her lips whenever she thought about her. If she had a daughter, she would want her be exactly like that.

      Her thoughts intermittently slipped towards the little girl’s father. By all that she had seen and witnessed thus far, he was a kind and caring man. Mrs. Yoder had been lucky. She found herself wondering how he looked without the beard that covered most of the lower half of his face. Even with it she could see that he was a handsome man.

      His grey eyes were so intense and reminded her of dark clouds that predicted a tempestuous storm was at bay. The crinkle lines at the corners of his eyes told her that he was a jovial man. Again she wondered how he would look without the beard.

      Realizing her train of thoughts, she quickly got on her knees and prayed for a pure mind.
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* * *

      The following morning when she showed up at work, Hope was already up and about causing her father to chase her around the house as he tried to keep her happy – not that much effort was needed in that arena.

      Ruth laughed uncontrollably when David stopped short and began to pant heavily as his daughter ran and held on to his pant leg urging him to move.

      “Papa tired sweetie,” he tried to make her understand.

      “See aunty Hope is here,” he said pointing towards her by the door.

      “Ru,” the little girl squealed in excitement.

      This caused Ruth to smile even wider.

      “Hi little Angel,” she replied going towards the little girl still holding David’s leg.

      “Papa not moving,” she said pointing to her father’s foot that was rooted to the ground.

      “He’s not?” she asked feigning surprise.

      At this the little girl shook her head no.

      “Ok let’s give your father some time to catch his breath,” she offered while lifting the little girl into her arms. Immediately he little arms came up to circle Ruth’s neck.

      David made a mad dash for the stairs prompting Ruth’s laughter. The two were just too adorable in her opinion.

      She had to keep Hope’s attention while he got ready to leave. Before he left he felt the need to say goodbye to both her and Hope and it turned into her trying to pry the little girl from his neck for the next two minutes.

      The rest of the day went just as the day before. The final thing she did was making a meal for David but this time she prepared a dish for herself.

      When David returned home, she presented him with his daughter’s art work which was simply her painted hand against the blank sheet of paper. David however treated it like it was a work art as he gushed over it.

      “This is wonderful,” he declared proudly as a wide smile revealed perfect white teeth.

      “Thank you for showing me this Ruth,” he said to her.

      Ruth suddenly felt shy and bowed her head as she felt heat creep up her neck.

      “I cooked,” she informed him bringing the conversation away from the artwork.

      “And did you eat?” he asked her.

      “Yes Mr. Yoder,” she replied with a smile.

      “Please call me David,” he requested.

      “Excuse me sir?” Ruth asked, not quite certain she had heard him right.

      “I said call me David, Mr. Yoder makes me sound like an old man walking with a stick,” he replied.

      “Ok, David,” Ruth replied a little sheepishly. It felt foreign coming out of her mouth.

      When she saw a look of satisfaction cross his features she once more felt the heat creeping up her neck and quickly turned around afraid he would see her blushing. She led the way into the kitchen and David followed.

      “Something smells heavenly,” she heard him say in an appreciative tone and immediately a smile graced her lips.

      It just felt good to hear his voice lauding her praises.

      Removing the foil from the food, she placed it before him as he sat.

      “You don’t know how famished I am,” he said. “I didn’t get to eat anything by the warehouse.”

      Immediately he dug into the dish before him. Ruth found herself just standing there watching him. It was as if there was an invisible magnet keeping her eyes trained on him. She watched as he forked the food into his mouth, the corded muscles in his arm, where his shirt was rolled up, rippling with the effort. For a man his age, he was pretty fit. He didn’t even look as old as her father had told her he was. His curly brown hair with streaks of blond neatly fell over his forehead stopping short of his thick eyebrows that formed arches over brooding grey eyes and a straight nose and chiseled jaw-line. She had to admit that he was a handsome older man.

      When he suddenly looked up and in her direction, Ruth quickly averted her eyes, as her cheeks became bright red.

      “I’m going to leave now,” she told him.

      “Ok, I’ll see you tomorrow Ruth,” he replied simply.

      With that Ruth made her exit, happy for the cool breeze that greeted her outside, cooling the warmness in her cheeks.

      She boarded the buggy he loaned her and headed straight home.

      From the kitchen window, David watched as she got up into the buggy and made her way through the gate and down the path. He replaced the curtain and sat back at his meal. He didn’t know what it was about this girl but with each passing day instead of dwindling, it felt like his interest in her was growing.

      Her cerulean blues and her shy gestures drew him. He found himself wanting to know how long her blond hair that peaked from under her prayer kapp was and whether it would feel as silky as it looked. He also found himself wanting to touch her smooth white skin that looked as if she had bathed in milk.

      Suddenly the image of his dead wife flashed before him dampening his thoughts of Ruth as guilt overtook him. She had been gone for more than a year now but she was still the love of his life.

      He couldn’t have her even if he wanted. At forty he was twice her age and as a respected member of his community, he wasn’t quite sure the people would be as happy for such a union. He was most certain Josef would have a fit if he knew the kind of thoughts he had towards his daughter.

      For now he would just admire her from afar as he would never be able to act on his feelings.

      The remainder of the week went as usual. David came home at five to a sleeping Hope and a home cooked meal. He was getting used to it.

      On Sunday at service Hope, upon seeing Ruth, strained to go to her and Ruth eagerly took her from David’s arms.

      When service ended, Hope stayed with Ruth until it was time for them to leave she handed back the little girl to David.

      For the next month and half everything was going smoothly. Ruth and David had gotten to know each other better and had fallen into a comfortable routine. The attraction that they felt for each other continued to grow on both ends but they chose to ignore it.

      For Ruth life couldn’t get better than this. She had a job that she liked very much. She was contributing to her household and her employer was a nice person. She thought less and less about the past, and simply lived in the moment, relishing her good fortune.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ruth was just preparing a meal for Hope when there was a knock at the door. Picking Hope up in her arm she went to answer the door.

      When she saw who stood before her, she nearly dropped Hope in horror but thankfully she was securely at her side.

      “Hello Ruth; long time no see,” the boy that stood before her said with a bright smile.

      “Riley,” she whispered in a daze.

      “Aren’t you going to invite me in?” he asked leaning against the frame of the door.

      “I, I...” she began to stutter.

      “What are you doing here?” she finally managed to ask him.

      “After everything we’ve been through; that’s all you can ask?” he responded with a look of mock hurt.

      At this something snapped in her and she fixed him with a pointed stare.

      “What do you want, Riley?” she asked seriously.

      “Can I come in?” he asked evading the question.

      “No,” she replied simply.

      He gave her a look of surprise before composing features.

      “Come on Ruth,” he implored. “Don’t be like this.”

      She was about to shout at him but remembered that Hope was at her side.

      “I’m not being like anything Riley. We don’t have anything to talk about. All that was taken care of back in New York,” she replied with a tight smile.

      “Now if you’ll excuse me; I have a lot of work to do,” she continued as she attempted to close the door.

      Riley placed his foot at the threshold preventing her from close it.

      Ruth gave him a hard impenetrable look causing him to ease up.

      “Fine,” he relented. “But we’re not done here. I’ll see you soon Ruth,” he finished before turning and leaving in the car parked by the fence.

      Ruth closed the door and leaned against it as her strength failed her. Her heart was beating a mile a minute. How could he come here?

      Suddenly the past that she was trying to forget came flooding her memory like a tidal wave.

      Tears began to run down her cheeks unhindered as her body shook with the pain she felt.

      A tiny hand reached out and touched her face.

      “Wet,” the little girl said. “No cry,” she said using her hands to dry Ruth’s tears.

      The action touched her so much that she had to pull the little girl into her chest as she hugged her and placed a kiss on her curls.

      “It’s okay, angel. I’m okay,” she reassured the little girl. Ruth willed the tears away, and used her palm to remove the remaining moisture on her face. She then turned the little girl to face her.

      “See; all better,” she said.

      To this Hope gave her bright smile. Ruth returned to what she was doing choosing to forget about Riley’s visit while she took care of the little girl.

      After Hope had her meal, Ruth gave her a bath and read her a story before she dozed off.

      Feeling exhausted herself she fell asleep in the rocking chair in the room.

      She felt someone shaking her and opened her eyes to see David bent before her his grey eyes searching. She felt bare and open before him and tried turn her head but his hand shot out and held her chin. This forced her to look back at him as shock coursed through her along with the feeling of warmth and the undercurrent of something else course through her at their connection.

      “Are you alright?” he asked in a concerned voice.

      She felt compelled to tell him no and fling herself into his hands while she allowed the tears to flow, but she held herself back.

      “Yes I was just a little tired,” she replied, forcing a smile.

      He continued to look in her eyes and feeling guilty she turned her head. This time he didn’t force her to look at him.

      “Oh no,” she exclaimed causing David to look back at her with alertness.

      “I forgot to make dinner; I’m so sorry,” she apologized.

      “It’s alright Ruth,” he assured her. “You’re not obligated to make me dinner.”

      Rising from the chair, she rushed through the door, perplexing David even more.

      “I know I’m not obligated to make you dinner. But I feel awful that you’ve had such a long day and would have to come home to make dinner on top of that,” she explained when he stepped into the kitchen and saw her rummaging through the contents in the cupboard.

      “It’s alright Ruth, honestly,” he said.

      Ruth turned to him with concern in her eyes.

      “You look exhausted, David and there’s no way I am going to let you go without a meal,” she replied.

      At this a memory flitted across his thoughts. His wife used to tell him that.

      Rounding the table he came to stand before her. Taking her shoulders in his hands he forced her to look at him. Her deep blue eyes stared innocently at him and before he knew what he was doing, he lowered his head towards her. He noticed her eyes widen with surprise before they closed and her breath stopped, waiting in anticipation.

      Just before their lips met, common sense retuned and he backed away from her, clearing the lump that formed in his throat.

      Her eyes flickered open and he could see disappointment flash in them before she composed herself.

      “I wanted to say it is not necessary. I’m not that hungry and you will be late going home,” he said.

      She stared at him for a while before she spoke.

      “Oh,” she said as if his words had just registered.

      Turning towards the counter, she began replacing the items in the cupboard.

      “I guess that means it’s time for me to go,” she said when she turned to face him once more.

      “Good evening Ruth,” he said walking her to the door. He needed her to go before he followed through on what he was about to do a few moments ago – something he was sure he would regret.

      Ruth turned to him.

      “See you in the morning,” she said shyly.

      He gave her a tight smile and watched as she descended the porch steps and walked towards the buggy. When she was finally out of sight he went inside.

      He had to do something and fast. His feelings for Ruth were getting out of control to the point that he didn’t think he could trust himself around her. The more he thought about it, the worse he felt. The only solution was to let her go. Yet he knew it wouldn’t only be difficult for him.

      Hope had grown so attached to Ruth that she had slipped and called her “Mama,” one day when he was home with her. He had to explain that she was Aunty Ruth. Still he could vision her having a little daughter like Hope. She would make a great mother he thought.

      When Ruth got home, she feigned tiredness and went to her room as a panic attack came on. While in David’s presence she had forgotten all about Riley but after their near kiss and his hurried dismissal of her the thoughts of Riley resurfaced.

      He had promised that he would be back, which made her fearful. She began to wonder if he knew where she lived and how long it would be before he made contact with her family. All of this was going through her mind before she finally dozed of. Even in sleep, her thoughts were on the problem and she had a terrible nightmare that the whole community – even her mother and father shunned her because they found out what she had done. She woke up with a start, her heart beating fast and perspiration on her brows.

      Unable to go back to sleep, she knelt by her bed and prayed.

      In the morning she was still exhausted, but she pulled herself together as she needed to get to the little girl who would be looking out for her.

      She wasn’t quite prepared to see David after all that transpired last night but there was no way to avoid him. She suspected their interactions would become awkward now but she needed the money to help her family out. She couldn’t quit now.
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* * *

      “Good morning,” she said with a slight smile as he opened the door for her.

      “Good morning,” he replied. “Hope isn’t up as yet but I have to leave now; so I’ll see you later,” he said rushing through the door.

      She didn’t get a chance to respond as he practically ran down the porch steps towards the barn where the other buggy was.

      Ruth closed the door and chose to get her morning started. She made Hope’s Cereal and did some light dusting as she waited for the little girl to rise.

      The two spent the rest of the day as they usually did and to her relief there was no sign of Riley. She hoped that meant he had left town seeing as she wanted nothing to do with him.

      After putting Hope down for her evening nap, Ruth made dinner and placed it under a cover for David. When he got home, to avoid the awkward moment she was ready to go as soon as he stepped through the door.

      He was surprised but said nothing other than to wish her a good evening.

      The rest of the week continued in that fashion – him being ready to go as soon as she got there, and her being ready to go when he got home. The longest interaction they had was after service when Hope refused to release Ruth to go to him. She wanted to Ruth to come with them and they tried their best to explain to her that Ruth had to spend time with her other family.

      It broke her heart to let the little girl go with David after seeing her pout but there was nothing she could do – she wasn’t hers.

      The next week started as it had last week but by mid-week the menace of her past showed up again.

      “What do you want Riley?” Ruth asked the boy standing before her with a sheepish grin.

      “You know what I want Ruth,” he replied, his tone prosaic.

      She waited for him to expound on his statement, her hands on her hip and her lips set in a grim line.

      “You Ruth, I want you,” he finished.

      Folding her arms over her chest, she stared him straight in the eyes as she replied.

      “It’s over Riley; I will never come back to you,” she declared.

      “But I love you and I want to marry you.”

      Ruth scoffed disbelievingly.

      “After all that you put me through, you think I would want to marry you?”

      “You’re not understanding Ruth,” he said shaking his head at her as if she were a child.

      “You don’t have a choice. Either you marry me, or I’ll let your parents know how far from a good little Amish girl you are,” he threatened with a smirk.

      Ruth’s eyes opened wide with terror.

      “You wouldn’t,” she replied alarmed. 
      “Try me,” he dared.

      Just then she heard the sound of horse’s hooves coming up the path. Looking over her shoulder, she realized that it was David. Her heart plummeted to the sole of her feet.

      Riley turned his head in the direction she was looking before turning back to her with a dangerous smile.

      “Your boss is here. Maybe I should practice telling him to gauge the type of reaction your parents and the community will have.”

      “Please don’t do this Riley,” she pleaded with him.

      He didn’t respond but turned to David who was approaching them, wariness in his eyes as he looked from her to Riley.

      Ruth palms began to sweat and she found it difficult to breathe. Clutching her chest tightly, she waited for it all to be over.

      “Hello sir,” Riley said in a respectful tone. “I’m a friend of Ruth’s I just came to pay her a visit.”

      “Oh?” David replied raising a brow.

      “And where do you know her from?” he asked taking in Riley’s attire of a blue denim pants, a plaid flannel shirt and white sneakers.

      “When she was in New York,” he replied casually. “I was passing through town and I thought I would pay her a visit, to catch up on old times.”

      David looked behind the young man at Ruth, who hung her head . He could visibly see that she was shaking and he immediately knew that something was wrong.

      “And does Ruth welcome this visit?” he asked narrowing his eyes at the boy.

      “Of course she does,” he replied in a jolly voice. “Don’t you Ruth?” he asked turning toward her.

      Panic flashed in her eyes but she shook her head in agreement none-the-less.

      “Well I must be going now,” he said in a satisfied tone.

      “I hope you remember what we talked about,” he said to her and David was sure he heard a threat in the statement.

      “I’ll see you soon.”

      David watched as the young man walked down the path and got into his car before turning questioning eyes on Ruth.

      “Are you alright?” he asked.

      She merely shook her head before turning to go inside.

      David reached out a hand to stop her.

      “You’re shaking,” he observed.

      “I’m fine,” she said, not turning to face him.

      David led her by her hand inside before turning to face her. He could see moisture in her eyes and knew that she was far from okay.

      “What did that young man say to you?” he asked watching her eyes widen with fright before she turned her head.

      “Nothing,” she muttered.

      David grew impatient by her reluctance and held her by the chin forcing her to look at him.

      “I can’t help you if I don’t know what’s wrong, Ruth,” he implored making her see that he genuinely wanted to help her.

      Her tears began to flow uninhibited and it caused something to snap in him. David drew her into his arms and ran slow soothing circles against her back. Without thinking he kissed the top of her head in comfort.

      “Shh, it’s okay,” he cooed. “I’ve got you; I won’t let anything hurt you,” he promised.

      David found himself lifting her into his arms bridal style as he took off for the living room. Not wanting to release her, he sat in the sofa with her still in his arms as he cradled her head against his chest.

      They remained in that position for over ten minutes, neither saying anything, him offering her strength. Suddenly her head turned to look at him and he found himself bending his head towards her. When their lips connected, it felt like fireworks went off in his head.

      Her lips were soft and warm and sent jolts of electricity pulsating throughout his body. He had never felt anything quite like this – not even with Sarah.

      When they finally came up for air, he rested his head against her forehead as they both tried to catch their breaths.

      “Are you ready to tell me what has you so scared?” he asked looking down at her.

      Ruth removed herself from his arms and scooted over to the other end of the settee, her head bowed in shame.

      “You won’t look at me the same if I tell you,” she replied.

      “You’re judging what my reaction will be. Try me,” he implored.

      After a few more minutes of silence, she finally spoke.

      “I had an abortion six months ago,” she dropped the bomb.

      David sat silent, stunned. He knew there was more to the story.

      “Riley, the guy from earlier, he told me that if I didn’t get rid of it I would live to regret it. I listened to him and I went and had my baby aborted. It was the stupidest thing I have ever done and I can’t take it back,” she sobbed.

      David sat still and closed his eyes for a moment. In a flash what he’d learnt in his Amish upbringing about love and forgiveness, punishment and rejection whirled through his mind.

      Suddenly he became calm.

      He reached for Ruth and pulled her back into his arms.

      “I can’t imagine how difficult that must have been for you but I am proud of you for admitting it. That’s the first step to healing,” he told her.

      This made her cry even harder as her arms encircled her tummy. He waited for her tears to subside before asking.

      “What does this Riley fellow want now?” he asked.

      “He said if I don’t marry him, he’s going to tell my parents and everyone what I did,” she replied her voice flat and void of feeling.

      David once more kissed her forehead.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it,” he assured her.

      Oddly enough, Ruth believed him. His arms made her feel safe and protected. She felt like she could stay that way forever and the evils of the world would never get to her.

      That evening, David took Ruth home, asking her to keep Hope while he ran some errands.

      The first thing he did was to return home for his checkbook and then he left for the small bread and breakfast that was run by an Amish family on the outskirts of town.

      After enquiring about Riley, he found out that the young man was due to arrive back at any moment. He decided to wait for him on the porch.

      “Riley,” David called out as soon as the young man made it up the steps.

      Recognition dawned and he smiled mischievously.

      “You’re Ruth’s boss right?”

      “That is correct,” he replied in a somber voice.

      “What can I do for you?”

      David looked him squarely in the eye.

      “How much will it take for you to disappear and never return?” he asked seriously.

      The young man laughed.

      “So what are you; her savior?” Riley asked jokingly.

      David rose to his full height and sauntered towards the man. Riley took a step back as he recognized he was no match for David.

      “It doesn’t matter what you see me as. I asked you how much will it cost for you to disappear forever?” he asked once more staring the young man down.

      “Fifteen Grand,” Riley replied.

      David smiled as he removed the checkbook from his jacket.

      “Consider this your payment to never set foot back here,” he said tearing out the check he had just written.

      Riley eagerly took it as a broad smile stretched across his lips.

      David looked him straight in the eyes once more.

      “If I ever set eyes on you again, you will be sorry,” he threatened, moving around the boy who swung to the side to avoid him.

      As he made his way home, he felt relieved that it had been that easy to get rid of the stupid little boy. He couldn’t really say that Ruth was completely out of the woods yet but as he made his way home, he made up his mind to do something that would put him in the hot-seat with a lot of people.

      The next morning, Josef dropped his daughter and Hope off at David’s.

      Ruth anxiously knocked the door not sure of what to expect.

      The door swung open and she stared in shock at the person before her. If it had not been for his smoky grey eyes she probably would not have recognized him.

      “David?” she asked disbelievingly.

      He smiled, the action causing the corners of his eyes to crinkle as she saw the lift of his high cheek bones and the defined laugh lines on his clean shaven face. He was truly a handsome man and it took her breath away – literally.

      “Hi Ruth,” he greeted, moving aside for her to enter.

      Hope looked at him as if unable to determine if it was her father that was before her or not. She reached up to touch his beardless face.

      “Papa,” she said as if seeking confirmation.

      “Yes Hope Dopey, it’s me,” he responded. Hope reached for him and he took her.

      “Come,” he gestured for Ruth to follow him.

      “Why did you remove your beard?” Ruth asked him as she sat in the sofa.

      “I thought it was time for a change; to stop living in the past,” he replied.

      Setting Hope beside her, he proceeded to kneel before her. Taking her hands he stared intently into her eyes.

      Ruth stared at their connected hands, wide-eyed.

      “I’ve been thinking a lot lately,” he started. “I need a mother for Hope, which would mean I also need a wife,” he continued to say.

      Ruth simply stared at him waiting for him to continue.

      “Since you came into my life, I’ve felt so alive again and try as I might to ignore it, I started developing feelings for you. I see the way you look at Hope and I know that you love her as if she was your own little girl. That makes me happy. When Riley threatened your wellbeing and I saw how distraught you were, I realized I never wanted to see you hurt like that. I would do anything to protect you Ruth,” he said the last part with much feeling.

      At his revelation, tears began to run down her face as she waited for him to continue.

      After a deep breath, he continued.

      “What I’m trying to say is, I love you Ruth and I want you to be my wife. I can’t promise you that we won’t go through hardships but I do promise to make you and Hope my priority and I will spend the rest of my life showing you just how happy you make me feel. Even if your father or the community doesn’t agree, I still want to marry you.”

      When Ruth didn’t say anything, he rushed on, “That is, if you’ll have me.”

      Instead of answering she looked at Hope who was looking at their exchange with curiosity. She smiled at the little girl before turning to face him again.

      “I love you,” she responded, making his heart jump for joy. “And yes, I will marry you.”

      Ruth cupped his face in her hands and adjusted her head so that their lips met in a sweet endearing kiss. She then reached for Hope and hugged her to her chest as David sat beside her with his arm over her shoulder.

      They were starting a new journey in life. They both decided to leave their past behind as they sought to make new memories together. To them nothing else mattered but their new family.
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      Chapter One

      

      Violet Jansen lit the last candle and blew out the match before it singed her manicured fingertips. Surveying the penthouse she’d covered with candles and white rose petals, she was pleased with all of her efforts. She needed everything to be absolutely perfect—the candles, the flowers, and the filet mignon she’d catered in from his favorite restaurant. She had to set an unforgettable scene. After all, it wasn’t every day that she announced to her fiancé that she was pregnant.

      Stopping in front of the mirror in the hall, she turned from side to side, her ivory dress snug in all the right places, and her long blonde hair falling perfectly in long curls down her back. She was pleased that she wasn’t showing yet—especially since finding out about the pregnancy at her doctor’s office yesterday. When Dr. McGarity told her that she was already fourteen weeks along, her jaw dropped. When she’d go in for a routine visit, the last thing she’d expected was to find out she was going to have a baby. How had she not even noticed?

      She guessed since her career as an event planner for her fiancé’s affluent real estate firm had been keeping her so busy organizing open houses, private showings and network events, she hadn’t had time to breathe, much less been aware of any changes to her body or cycle. Besides, being on Henry Preiss’s arm was a full time job in itself. When she wasn’t planning an event, she was attending one with him. Not that she was complaining—with his dark hair that had just the right amount of silver at the temples, a muscled body that wore the sharpest, tailored suits, and full lips always quick to smile or laugh, being Henry’s date to black tie charity balls and networking events across Dallas was no trial.

      She smiled as she tucked the sonogram picture into an envelope and checked the time. Henry should be home any minute now. Sure, the baby wasn’t planned, but they’d been engaged for over a year now, and together for nearly four years.  Violet propped the envelope in front of the silver domed tray where Henry would sit. She’d brought in a small round table, placed it in front of the floor to ceiling windows to take in the autumn sun setting over the city, covered it in ivory damasque linens, and placed candles and a vase of fresh white peonies, roses, and hydrangeas at its center. A black and white photo from their engagement session completed the table vignette.

      Henry loved to celebrate, and her exciting news was certainly cause for celebration. She hurried around the apartment, making sure everything stayed perfect as she waited for him to arrive. Thirty minutes passed. She checked her phone. Another half hour came and went. She checked again to see if he’d left her a message that he was running late, but there was no message, no calls. She finally called him, but it went straight to voicemail.

      Violet bit her lip. It wasn’t unusual for a showing to run late, or a broker to keep him tied up, but still—he usually called at the very least. After weighing her options, she called his assistant, Elizabeth to see if she knew anything. It went to voicemail as well, so she left a message with her, too.

      Since his office was only a block from their penthouse, and she was getting increasingly worried that something was wrong, she switched out of her heels and into a pair of Keds. After blowing out the candles, she tucked the envelope with their baby’s first picture in one of her desk drawers, just in case he arrived home while she was out. Her news would have to wait. Hopefully, a quick walk over to his building might give her some answers and help her blow off  steam. Frustrated and miffed at his lack of communication, tonight probably wasn’t the best night to tell him the news now anyway.

      She walked the short distance to his office building and rode the elevator up to the seventeenth floor. Unlocking the door with her key, she crept through the darkened space, spying a light coming from his executive office down the long hall. The office was so quiet—maybe he had fallen asleep at his desk?

      She pushed open the door that was already ajar and saw him sitting at his desk, eyes closed, head tilted back. Relief washed over her—he’d simply fallen asleep. She was mentally making a note to remind him to take some time for himself, maybe schedule a massage, when a deep sigh of satisfaction came from his mouth.

      “Ooh, baby, that’s just what I needed,” he said huskily as his eyes opened slowly. They grew wide at the sight of Violet where she stood with her hand still holding the doorknob. Confused, Violet’s eyebrows furrowed, but when she saw a familiar brunette pop up from beneath the desk, she put her hand over her mouth as realization dawned on her.

      “Henry? Elizabeth?” Violet managed to ask. In shock, Elizabeth hopped up from where she was positioned in front of Violet’s fiancé, while Henry hurried to zip his pants.

      “It’s not what you think, Vi,” Henry started while Elizabeth stood looking like a kid caught with her hand in the cookie jar.

      A wave of anger washed over Violet, and she could feel her face heat up.

      “Oh, please! Save me from the ridiculous excuse you’re trying to come up with right now! I have eyes. All I ask is that you don’t come home tonight. I’ll pack my things and be gone by tomorrow,” Violet sniffed, unable to fully process all that was happening, but shock, hurt and embarrassment nipped painfully at her heart. She turned from the scene of the crime, unable to look at them any longer, Violet rushed from the office and practically ran back to their apartment, letting anger fuel her fast pace.

      When she arrived back at the penthouse, the heady scent of rose petals and a faint trace of grilled steak still filled the room. Violet yanked the four carat, flawless engagement ring from her finger and tossed it into the trash. Sitting atop the pile of food waste and empty bottles, the ring sparkled brilliantly. She gave it one last look for two seconds and then closed the trash bin lid.

      After this catharsis, Violet began the daunting task of packing up her clothes and other belongings. Until she could figure out her next move, she’d check into a hotel. The last thing she needed right now was to see Henry—especially since he had a smooth way of talking her out of decisions that weren’t in his favor. She knew she couldn’t be around him, and high-tailing it out of there as fast as possible was all she could think to do.

      Tears, of anger or pain - she wasn’t sure which - kept stinging at her eyes as she threw her makeup and hair products into a tote bag. Tomorrow, she’d start in on finding a position with another firm or event company, but tonight, she needed to leave and never look back.

      How could he have done this to her? To them? They were the perfect couple! As the full blast of what was taking place smacked her in the face, she sank to the bathroom floor, leaned against the glossy white subway tile and sobbed.

      

      
        Chapter Two

      

      

      Six Months Later

      

      Her legs ached. She tried to shift to a more comfortable position in the plastic seat, but at forty weeks and four days pregnant, there was no position that afforded any comfort. The bus lurched forward and the scent of diesel filled the crowded space. Sweat trickled down her neck to the stiff white collar of her uniform shirt.

      How did she, Violet Jansen, up and coming Dallas socialite, end up on a sweltering city bus in a frumpy, wait staff uniform, pregnant and alone? Desperate for cool air, Violet fanned herself frantically with her hands.

      “You don’t look so well, honey,” an elderly woman to her left said kindly.

      “I’m just hot,” Violet explained, trying to be polite.

      “Dallas in the middle of July and ‘bout to have you a baby? I bet you’re burning up,” the woman sympathized. She reached into her large purse. “Here you go, honey. See if this will help you a little.” She offered Violet a funeral home fan.

      “Oh, thank you. I really appreciate it,” Violet replied, taking the stiff paper fan on a stick from the lady.

      “You’re welcome. Try to keep it with you everywhere you go this time of year,” she suggested, as the bus stopped and she stood to leave.

      “Thanks again. You’re a life saver,” Violet smiled, happy to know there were still a few kind souls in the world.

      Two stops later, she got off of the bus and walked another block to her dingy studio apartment a good bit north of town. She made herself a bowl of cereal for dinner and sat in the one chair she owned, propping her feet on a milk crate.

      As she ate, the baby kicked, and she rubbed the tender spot beneath her ribs. On one hand, she was past ready to have this baby out of her body. But on the other hand, the thought still frightened her tremendously. What was she going to do? The only work she’d been able to secure, thanks to Henry smearing her name in an attempt to spin the story of their breakup in his favor, were odd temp jobs. Thankfully, various caterers she’d frequently sourced when she was thriving as an event planner would give her work whenever they could.

      

      But when the baby came, she wouldn’t be able to work for a while. She still had a little in savings, but it would run out soon enough. She needed to figure out a long-term plan. Her belongings consisted of little other than a bed and a chair. For the soon-to-arrive baby, she’d found a bassinet at a children’s consignment store and she’d managed to pick up some sleepers, diapers and other baby supplies here and there. She had nothing else really, save a couple of suitcases full of designer clothes she couldn’t fit into right now.

      Her eyes drifted to the quilted Chanel suitcases against the wall. She should sell them, along with most of their contents, but couldn’t bring herself to perform that heinous act. She still believed there was a chance of regaining a modicum of her former life. “Complete with events requiring Elie Saab evening gowns,” she thought as her eyes darted to the garment bag peeking from the closet.

      A deep ache settled into her back, sharpening and spreading around to the front of her stomach. Her eyes grew round. She’d read enough pregnancy blogs to know what this meant. Besides, four days past her due date, she knew to expect it and what to do.

      For the next couple of hours, she timed the contractions and made sure she had everything she needed in her hospital bag. When they reached eight minutes apart, she called the cab company, and took a long, hot shower. Most women, alone with no one to help them, would’ve probably made their way to the hospital at the first sign of a contraction. Maybe Violet was attempting to put off the inevitable, but as she arrived at the hospital to check in, her contractions now five minutes apart, she clutched at the wheelchair a patient care tech immediately made her sit in, gasping for breath, scared out of her mind.

      Half an hour later, garbed in a hospital gown and settled in a bed, she winced at the pressure caused by the anesthesiologist administering her epidural. Since checking in, she’d had to endure more looks of pity than she cared to count as nurses, techs and doctors looked around for her “person.” She kept explaining that she was doing this alone. All alone.

      And other than the midwife and nurses, she was all alone as she started to push later that night, and also alone the first time she heard Tennessee Monroe Jansen’s cries. But once the room had cleared out and her infant son nestled against her and stared up at her face with wide eyes, she didn’t feel quite so alone anymore.

      “It’s just the two of us, Ten. Just you and me from now on, but I’ll always be here for you, my little love,” she promised. She nuzzled her little boy’s cheek, amazed at how soft his skin felt. Still riding a euphoric high from the birth of her darling boy and the lack of pain thanks to her epidural not yet fully worn off, Violet wished she could stay in the safe little bubble of a hospital room and never have to face the outside world again.
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* * *

      Six Weeks Later

      Violet’s eyes flew open as Ten’s wails pierced through the dark apartment. She flicked on the lamp by her bed and scooped him out of the bassinet.

      “Is Mama’s baby ready to eat?” she asked softly as his cries tapered off. She settled into her chair once she had his bottle ready and held him close as she fed him. While he ate, she planned.

      Officially out of money, she had to be out of her crappy apartment by the end of the week. She’d started looking for a job as soon as she could after Ten’s birth, but it was easier said than done. Henry had blacklisted her, and she couldn’t afford to work just anywhere. Finding quality care for Ten wasn’t going to be cheap, and she wasn’t going to leave her baby with just anyone.

      Ten began to doze off in her arms after finishing his bottle and she burped him, changed him and placed him back in his bassinet. What a good little boy he was! Only crying when he was hungry or needed changing. She stroked his chubby little cheek before getting back in bed.

      With much on her mind, sleep wouldn’t come easily. Violet picked up her phone and scrolled through a help wanted page she’d found online. After a minute or so, a particular post caught her eye:

      

      
        
        WANTED: EXPERIENCED DESIGNER AND EVENT PLANNER FOR RANCH RENOVATION BETWEEN DALLAS AND TYLER.

        ROOM AND BOARD PROVIDED, SALARY NEGOTIABLE

        CONTACT QUINN HARPER AT 903-854-9658 FOR MORE INFORMATION AND TO SCHEDULE AN INTERVIEW.

        

      

      

      Room and board. Salary. Those were things she needed. Nowhere did it mention that the employee couldn’t have children. She made a note to call the contact person as soon as it was a decent morning hour to place a phone call. Violet put her phone down and rested her head against her pillow, hoping that maybe she’d just found the answer to her prayers.

      

      
        Chapter Three

      

      Dressed in a blue suit tailored to perfection, she was ever so thankful that she’d already dropped the twenty pounds she’d picked up carrying Ten. Violet took in her surroundings as she passed the rolling pastures and wooded forests while traveling down Harper Ranch’s long, winding drive. This ranch functioned as a game ranch, which afforded the landscape a more rustic, woodsy feel, as opposed to the flat, uneventful scenery typical of most cattle ranches.

      She parked the car she’d rented for the drive out to Will’s Point in front of the main house, a two story, expansive lodge style home. Before getting out, Violet pulled her compact from her purse and checked her lipstick. She had to look just right. She wanted to be considered a serious candidate for this position, because a lot rode on how well this interview went. Not only did she need to make sure she had a place to live, but more importantly, she needed to provide for Ten.

      At the thought of Ten, a small smile tugged at her lips. She wondered how her neighbor, Mrs. Gonzalez was faring with him. It had been so much harder than she’d imagined leaving him for the first time, but Mrs. Gonzalez had assured her that he would be just fine. After all, she’d raised six children and had 22 grandchildren, and knew a thing or two about babies. And besides, despite her attempt to specifically not get to know any of her neighbors, Mrs. Gonzalez wouldn’t have it. She’d regularly brought over plates of food for Violet, always complaining she “made too much” and checked in on her often throughout her pregnancy and even more since Ten’s birth.

      Violet had grown quite fond of the elderly lady, but the fact of the matter was, she wasn’t a spring chicken. Mrs. Gonzalez would do anything for anyone, but her body simply wouldn’t allow for it anymore. She tired quickly, seeing as she was pushing 80 years old. That was the only worry now nagging at Violet, and why she couldn’t depend on her for babysitting if she found a full-time position.

      Getting out of the car, Violet walked purposefully up the wide front steps and onto the lodge’s covered front porch. Standing at the double doors, she rang the doorbell and heard it echo from within. A few seconds later, the door opened.

      “Hello, there. You must be Miss Jansen,” the tall man said in a deep voice as he smiled at her warmly.

      “Yes, sir, but you can call me Violet. Are you Mr. Harper?” She replied, his pleasant gaze holding her captive. She couldn’t look away - he had the most striking shade of green eyes she’d ever seen.

      “Call me Quinn,” he told her, shaking her hand before waving her inside. “Just follow me right this way—my office is at the back of the house,” his voice echoed through the cavernous foyer with its large, and somehow lovely, antler chandelier. She followed his broad, strong frame donned in a plaid shirt and worn out jeans to his casual office.

      As she glanced around at the rustic desk, leather sofa and deer heads lining the wall, Violet suddenly felt overdressed in her navy skirt and jacket. Quinn took a seat at his desk and gestured for her to have a seat in an armchair across from him.

      “I’ll get right to it, Violet,” he began as he briefly looked at some papers scattered on his desk, “after going over your interview, you’re actually overqualified for this position.”

      “Actually, I’ve been desiring a career change for the past year, and I believe my professional experience as an event planner, as well as the work I’ve done staging homes, will be a tremendous advantage,” she explained confidently.

      “I’ve no doubt about that, but Will’s Point is an hour from Dallas…and this will be more of a destination location. There’s not much out here. Would you really be happy out here away from it all?”

      “Oh yes,” she said, even though she wasn’t at all sure that she would. After she answered, he briefly went over the salary, which was a pittance compared to her previous income with Henry’s firm, but room and board was included.

      “There’s a bedroom and bathroom on this floor not too far from the kitchen that I’ve set aside for the person who takes this position. I also have three other live-in employees for the main house - Harriet, our chef, Dana, our housekeeper who sort of works as a general overseer of everything going on, and Lila, who does most of the laundry. Their rooms are on the other side of the main floor. We have about a dozen ranch workers that live here, too, but their rooms are adjacent to the stables.”

      “Wow, you’ve got a pretty good operation going on here.”

      “Yes, but I really want upgrade it into a retreat style ranch. We have the game and horses handled, but with this huge house, I feel like we could really offer something special, you know?” he asked.

      She nodded. “I absolutely agree. As I drove in, I couldn’t help but admire the gorgeous scenery. I can only imagine what I haven’t had the pleasure of seeing yet.”

      Quinn rose from his seat. “Come on, let me give you a tour real quick. Can’t expect you to want to work here if you don’t even know what you’re working with,” he said with a wink.

      Violet followed Quinn as he gave her the tour of the house and some of the grounds. As they peeked into the bedrooms upstairs and through the large dining room and great room on the main floor, Violet loved everything that she saw. Sure, the décor was a tad bit dated, and they would need to modify a few of the rooms to better accommodate guests, but overall, the lodge was a diamond in the rough. She had no doubt that she could easily turn the place into a premier retreat destination.

      “So, let me get this straight—you own this fabulous house and ranch, and you’ve converted a room over the garage into your bedroom?” she asked dumbfounded.

      “Well, technically it was a large bonus room and it can be accessed by a flight of stairs just off of the kitchen. It’s just more private, you know?”

      “I get that, I do,” she nodded.

      As Quinn showed her around the stables and pointed out a few of the fields and ponds frequented by whitetail deer, Violet turned to him. “I’m not sure where you stand as far as candidates for this position, but I want you to know that I want this. I see your vision for this beautiful place, and I believe I can make it happen,” she said point blank, hiding her reservations as best she could.

      Quinn stared at her briefly, seeming to contemplate her no-nonsense approach. “The position is yours, then. I’ve interviewed some stellar applicants, but there’s something about you, Violet. I know you’re the right person for this,” he said nodding.

      “Great! I can’t wait to get started,” she replied with a bright smile.

      “I have to head out this upcoming week to a convention in San Antonio—it would be a good opportunity for you to settle in, get unpacked and start a list of everything that needs to be tackled immediately,” he continued, “Let’s go back to my office and work out the details.”

      As she walked back to the great lodge with him, Violet couldn’t believe her luck. In one day, she’d managed to find a job and provide a home for her and Ten. Quinn spoke with animation about his hopes for the place, and Violet knew she should interject and bring up the fact that next week she would arrive with an infant in tow, but she couldn’t work up the nerve. Maybe he just wouldn’t notice?

      

      
        Chapter Four

      

      “Are you ready to see your new home, sweet boy?” Violet cooed as she pulled into the winding drive three days later. Her entire life and everything she owned was now loaded into the truck she’d rented. If Quinn protested Ten’s presence, she had no clue what would become of her. With nowhere to go and fifty dollars to her name, she depended on a wing, a prayer and her killer design style to pull this off.

      After she parked the small truck near the garage, she pulled Ten’s carrier out of the seat and hurried to the back kitchen door, her fingers tightly gripping the key Quinn had already given her. She prayed that none of the house staff would be around. Pushing the wooden door open, an alarm beeped and she rushed to enter the code she’d memorized. Once the beeping stopped, she breathed a sigh of relief. Since the alarm was set, it was likely that no one was in the quiet house.

      Just in case, she remained silent as she walked through the vast, farmhouse style kitchen and down the hall that lead to the bedroom that had been set aside for her. Flipping the light switch, she surveyed the room with grim determination. The room far outweighed her crummy apartment—the dark walnut floors, the soft gray walls and natural linen curtains all felt casual but luxurious. But the space wasn’t very big, and a bed and dresser took up most of the floor space. Where would she put the bassinet and Ten’s clothing and diaper supply?

      She sat Ten’s carrier on the floor and whispered to the baby as he napped, “I’ll be right back - I’m just going to get some of our things from the truck.” She practically ran, her heart a knot in her chest as she grabbed her suitcases and Ten’s diaper bag. Violet rushed back to the room, dropping her armful of belongings as relief washed over her at the sight of Ten still sleeping.

      She bit her lip. This wasn’t going to work. Where would she hide Ten while she worked?

      Footsteps echoed down the hall. “Miss Jansen, is that you?” a female voice with a heavy Spanish accent inquired.

      “Um, yes, yes, it’s me!” She rushed out of the door and closed it behind her, nearly running into the short, older Hispanic woman searching her out.

      “It is so good to meet you. I am Dana Flores, Mr. Harper’s housekeeper. He told me to make sure you settled in and had everything that you needed. Do you need anything? More towels maybe? Can I help you unpack?

      “Actually, I just arrived and I don’t even know what I need. It’s a little overwhelming, you know? I think I need a little time to myself to figure things out, but I’ll let you know if there’s anything you can do,” Violet replied, her hand already reaching for the doorknob once more when the distinguishable sound of a baby crying broke the few seconds of silence. Ten must have woken up from his nap!

      “Miss Jansen, do I hear a baby in your room?” Dana asked, looking confused.

      “No, nope. No baby. Why would there be a baby?” Violet asked just as Ten picked up his crying in earnest.

      “Yes, ma’am. There is most certainly a baby in your room,” Dana repeated, not a question this time.

      Violet sighed, putting her head in her hands. “I knew this was too good to be true,” she cried, shaking her head before opening the door to reveal a red-faced baby screaming and pushing his fists into the air.

      “He’s hungry,” Violet explained as she unbuckled Ten and picked him up, “and wet,” she added, kissing the baby’s downy head. Dana looked on in shock as Violet tended to him.

      “Miss Jansen,” she finally started as Violet settled against the bed pillows to feed Ten, “does Mr. Harper know about your baby?”

      Violet rubbed Ten’s chubby cheek with her thumb as she shook her head. “No, he doesn’t. To be honest, I was so desperate for this job that I left that tiny detail out the other day. I didn’t mean to, I was just so worried he wouldn’t hire me, and I was about to be on the streets and out of money.”

      “Oh, young lady, that is awful. I am so sorry. What about the baby’s father?” she inquired.

      “He and I are no longer together. He doesn’t know about the child, and I never want him to know either.”

      “I see, I see. Miss Jansen, you know you are going to have to tell Mr. Harper that your baby is here.”

      “I know, but I don’t see him keeping me on if I have a baby in tow. It’s not a good selling point for someone who is practically a stranger.”

      Dana shrugged. “You never know, he may surprise you.”

      “Dana, can I ask you for a favor? I know Quinn is gone all week to San Antonio. Will you not mention this to him? I promise, I will tell him when he returns, but if I can get started this week, really dig in and get a great workup for the space, put a few changes in place…really show him what I am capable of, maybe the extra little person that comes along with me might not be the biggest deal? Will you keep my secret for a few days?”

      “Yes, I will keep quiet regarding your child, but I do not like lying to Mr. Harper, so please tell him as soon as possible,” Dana relented.

      “Thank you so much, Dana. I owe you one,” Violet said with tears springing to her eyes. She reached over and hugged the older woman, who in a most motherly fashion, held Violet for a moment and patted her back.
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* * *

      As if on cue, Ten’s cries to be fed pulled Violet from her deep slumber. The child was like clockwork. They’d been at Harper Ranch for two days and had settled into a nice rhythm, but Violet was determined to wow Quinn when he returned from San Antonio, even if she had to work her fingers to the bone to do it.

      She lifted Ten out of his crib by her bed and whispered soothing words as she fed him. “Quinn comes home in just two days, little one,” she said softly as Ten quieted down. “I can’t imagine anyone not finding you absolutely perfect. Dana loves you, doesn’t she? And Harriet and Lindsey, too. We can watch you kick and gurgle for hours.” She held him close, hoping and praying Quinn would find her son as captivating as the rest of Harper Ranch. Violet smiled, so blessed to have already been taken under the wing of the ranch. So many of the staff had already helped her, the single young mother, in various ways. Some of the men had helped her rearrange the dining room, others had repainted the huge living room.

      She’d worked up a few design boards with Lindsey, the younger maid who had an eye for color and was quickly becoming Violet’s close friend and confidante. They’d stayed up a little later than everyone else the previous night, eating popcorn and regaling one another with dating horror stories.

      “Do you think you’ll start dating again soon?” Lindsey had asked her as she took a handful of popcorn from the big bowl between them.

      “I can’t even think about that right now,” Violet confessed, glancing at the baby monitor she held in her hand.

      “Mr. Harper is single,” Lindsey teased, wiggling her eyebrows. Violet laughed.

      “I am so not interested in pursuing my boss that I’m hoping won’t fire me when he finds out I snuck a baby into his home,” Violet half-joked.

      “He’s a nice guy—I don’t think you have anything to worry about,” Lindsey assured her.

      “That’s what everyone keeps saying, but I don’t think this situation has ever occurred before,” Violet said as fear and doubt nagged at her.

      Now, as she held her sleeping baby while the nightlight in the bathroom gave the room the softest of glows, worry settled in deep. Time was running out and Quinn would be arriving soon. Unfortunately, she had no backup plan. If he fired her, she would be homeless.

      

      
        Chapter Five

      

      Quinn took off his hat and hung it on the hook in the kitchen. Reaching into the fridge he grabbed a beer and popped off the cap. The icy liquid went down smoothly. It was jus what he needed after his five hour drive. The shower and ESPN were also calling his name. He couldn’t wait to relax and spend the rest of his evening doing absolutely nothing.

      Someone cleared their throat behind him. “Mr. Harper?” the soft female voice inquired. Quinn turned around to see his newest staff member, the beautiful Violet Jansen, standing in the doorway of the kitchen, shifting her weight and fidgeting like a schoolgirl.

      “Hello there, Violet,” he greeted warmly. “I told you to call me Quinn.”

      “Um, Quinn? Could we speak for a moment?”

      “Sure, why don’t you grab a beer and we can sit here at the table and talk,” he agreed, though tired as he was.

      “The table is great. I’ll just have a glass of water though,” she said, pulling a glass from the cabinet and filling it from a pitcher in the refrigerator. She primly took a seat at the table next to where he’d plopped down with his beer.

      “How’s your first week at the ranch going?” he asked.

      “Wonderful. Everyone is so nice, and I have a lot to show you,” she said, perking up.

      “So what’s on your mind this evening?”

      She took a sip of her water, staring at the glass, seeming to gather courage. “I have a confession to make,” she admitted.

      Oh no, he thought, she’s probably going to quit and I’m going to get stuck interviewing another dozen stuffy designers. Please, say anything but that you quit, he silently pleaded.

      “Go on,” he prompted.

      “I... I didn’t arrive at Harper Ranch alone,” she paused, taking a deep breath. “I brought my son along with me.”

      “You have a son?” he asked, weighing her words, “okay… that’s not so terrible.”

      “He’s seven weeks old.”

      Quinn’s mouth opened in surprise. That was tiny!

      “That’s so little! Are you sure you should even be working?” he asked.

      

      “I know, he is a little bitty thing, but you see, I have to work. I... we... have no one. If I wouldn’t have taken this job, we would be out on the streets,” she confessed, her cheeks growing red. Quinn’s heart hurt for the girl. She looked so put together, so polished. He would have never guessed that she had this secret, but rather that she’d moved from a high-rise penthouse to the ranch for a change of scenery. Knowing her story, there was no way he could tell her she and the baby couldn’t stay.

      “I see. Violet, I’m not opposed to the baby staying here, but we will have to bring in childcare so that you can get the renovations going. As your employer, I’ll pay for half of the expenses of bringing in a sitter.”

      Violet jumped up and hugged his neck. “I know this is so silly to be hugging you right now, but you have no idea what you’ve done! You’re wonderful!” she sang excitedly. He glanced at her and saw tears in her eyes.

      “I know good help when I see it. I don’t wanna lose you,” he told her.

      “You haven’t even seen what I’ve done yet!” she replied.

      “Doesn’t matter. I don’t know the first thing about decorating, but I do know people, and I’ve got too good of a feeling about you, Violet, to let you go,” he said, taking a swig of his beer.

      “Well, I’ll leave you alone to enjoy the rest of your night. I just had to make sure the matter was settled,” she said, heading out of the kitchen with a wave.

      “Hey, wait! Can’t I meet the little guy?”

      “Um, sure! But he’s napping right now.”

      “When he wakes up, bring him up to my apartment. I’m just going to be relaxing, watching a little television,” he explained.

      “Okay, sounds like a plan,” she said with a smile, giving him a thumbs up.

      He watched her leave, her blonde ponytail bobbing happily and he grinned. He wasn’t sure why, because he'd not been around children much, but the idea of a baby around the place didn’t seem to bother him at all. In fact, it sounded like quite an adventure...

      [image: ]
* * *

      As soon as Ten woke up, Violet fed him and gave him a quick bath before changing him into his sleeper with the cute little antlers on it. She smoothed his fuzzy brown hair down and rubbed some baby lotion into his soft skin.

      “We want you looking your best when you meet Mr. Quinn!” she said in a singsong voice to the alert little baby. After getting Ten ready, she changed into a pair of jeans and a button up chambray shirt. She let her blonde hair out of its ponytail and fluffed it around her shoulders before applying a little lip gloss.

      “Let’s do this,” she whispered to Ten as she cradled him against her and left her bedroom. She was strangely nervous about this casual meeting. At the top of the steps that lead to Quinn’s rooms, she knocked on the door. Quinn answered almost immediately clad in sweatpants and a Longhorns t-shirt. His hair was still damp from his shower and he smelled faintly of Ivory soap.

      “Hello again,” he said kindly, holding the door open for her to come inside. She looked around the large open room, taking in the leather sofas, big screen television and Texas Longhorns memorabilia. A couple of doors at the end of the room most likely led to a bathroom and bedroom she figured.

      “I like your place. It’s very…masculine,” she said as she took a seat on the sofa and sat Ten on her lap.

      “It’s very much a bachelor’s pad,” he said, gesturing to the football collectibles. “So what’s this little guy’s name?” he asked, bending down to eye level with Ten.

      “His name is Tennessee, but I call him Ten,” Violet told him, bouncing the baby on her knee. Quinn reached out and held one of Ten’s chubby little hands. Ten grasped one of his fingers and wouldn’t let go.

      “You’ve got quite the grip there, Ten. You’d make a good little quarterback,” he laughed. Violet smiled. It warmed her heart when people spoke directly to her baby, rather than pretending he wasn’t there or didn’t need to be acknowledged.

      “He just might. Or he may end up an artist or a guitar player? I’m personally hoping for a creative career,” she divulged.

      “Maybe he could be all three?” Quinn ventured. “Do you guys want to hang out with me for a little while? I was going to watch Sportscenter, but if there’s a movie or something you want to see I’m sure I could look it up,” he offered.

      “We can stay for a bit, but please, watch what you like. Ten keeps me occupied enough - I can’t pay attention to movies for very long. It’s just nice to be around people,” she replied.

      He hopped up and grabbed some bottled waters from the small kitchenette and handed one to Violet before settling down beside her. She could feel the warmth of his body as he sat so close, and from her side view, she could see his muscled arm peeking beneath his shirt sleeve. She suddenly grew warm.

      “Hey, thanks for staying. I don’t get out as much as I would like, so I always enjoy making a new friend,” he said quietly.

      “No problem, I’m right there with you,” she said, gesturing to the baby on her lap.

      “If you don’t mind me asking…what’s the deal with Ten’s father?”

      “He is not in the picture. He doesn’t even know about Ten, and if he did, he wouldn’t be happy, I promise you that,” she said, with some bitterness in her voice. Not so much for herself, but for her son.

      “That’s a shame. I don’t understand people like that.”

      “Me either.”

      They continued talking as the hours passed. Ten fell asleep again, and Violet rubbed his back as she and Quinn shared stories and laughed until they cried.

      “This feels good,” she admitted.

      “What’s that?” he asked, still laughing at a story from her days at college.

      “To laugh and hang out and forget for a minute how stressful my life is. You have no idea how much it means that you’re okay with both Ten and me being here,” she said, growing serious.

      He leaned a little closer to her. “Hey, I’m glad you’re here, and right now, there’s no place I would rather be,” he said softly, patting Ten’s back.

      As Quinn lingered close, Violet imagined how nice it would be to kiss him. The heady feeling beginning to take over promptly ended when Ten wiggled in her lap, bringing her back to reality.

      “I really need to get to bed. I have an early start tomorrow,” she said abruptly, jumping up and startling Ten who promptly wailed in protest.

      “Oh, okay. I’ll see you tomorrow then,” Quinn rose and walked her to his door.

      

      
        Chapter Six

      

      Three months to the day of her arrival at the ranch, Quinn watched from his office window as Violet held a bouncy Ten and showed him the horses along the fence line. Those two, he thought, had no idea how he cared for them. In an unexpected turn of events, he’d grown protective of them, wanting nothing but the best for them. And Violet, she was something. He tried his best not to think of her gorgeous smile and long, toned legs. He really tried, but when she threw out a great one liner that made him laugh so hard his sides ached, or he overheard her with some of the workers speaking to them with kind, but firm, authority, she swept him away. The guy who cheated on her sure was fool for treating something so special that badly.

      “Knock, knock,” her sweet voice called out at his office door. Lost in his reverie, she’d come inside and caught him completely off guard.

      “Hey, what’s up?” he asked, leaning forward in his seat.

      “Hailey is taking Ten to a play group in town, and I’m ready to get started on the details for the Wildlife Gala,” she told him, studying her tablet wearing tortoiseshell glasses.

      “Great. I have some ideas, but first, let’s walk out to the site and get a feel for it. What do you think?” he asked, standing.

      “Good idea.” She followed him out of the office and down a path to a wide expanse of land beside the lake. A crisp autumn breeze floated through the air causing Violet to shiver. He snuck an arm around her shoulders, rubbing up and down.

      “That feels good. It’s gotten chilly all of a sudden!” she exclaimed.

      “We’ll definitely need to bring in outdoor heaters,” he said.

      “Yes, and the tent should be enclosed,” she said, adding notes to her files.

      They brainstormed for the upcoming charity benefit and Harper Ranch’s first big sponsored event. Thirty guests were expected to stay for the weekend, and over two hundred were expected to attend the gala.

      “I think it will be fabulous,” Violet said confidently.

      “With you at the helm, I don’t have any doubts,” he told her. She turned to face him, playfully pushing his shoulder, and he caught her hand in his.

      “Quinn…” she trailed off.

      “Violet, I know what you’re about to do. But please, not this time. Don’t push me away,” he said, stepping close to her. He stared into her eyes, getting lost in their dark green depths. She was so beautiful. He leaned down and placed his lips softly against hers, testing the waters, giving her the chance to end the kiss if she wanted.

      But she didn’t. Violet kissed him back, barely at first, but then with passion, wrapping her arms around his neck and pulling him tight against her.

      “Wow,” he said breaking away slightly. “I’ve wanted to do that for a while now, but I had no idea it would be so—“

      “Incredible?” she smiled up at him, her fingers intertwined at the nape of his neck. He didn’t want to let her go and break whatever spell had fallen upon them.

      

      
        Chapter Seven

      

      One month later, on the night of the Wildlife Gala…

      

      Violet kissed Ten’s cheek as he slept. “He will be just fine, ma’am,” Hailey, Ten’s nanny, reassured her.

      “I know, but he’s my baby,” Violet explained.

      “You have a benefit tonight and a lot of important people to attend to, and it looks like your handsome date is ready to go,” Hailey said, nodding toward the door of her room. Quinn leaned against the door frame, quite the dashing gentleman in his black tie attire. He held out his arm for Violet.

      “You’re stunning,” he said, admiring her slinky black dress and long, bouncy curls.

      “We make quite the pair, don’t we?” she teased, elbowing him as they walked out of the main house and toward the gala.

      As the sunset, the white tent glowed with soft lighting and candles, and elegant tables were set with the finest linens and china. A jazz band played softly and the wait staff ensured that wine glasses stayed full. Violet took it all in, pleased that the event was going so smoothly.

      “You are amazing, Violet Jansen. This is far more than I ever imagined for this place,” Quinn said as they arrived, taking her hand and kissing it. Her eyes danced, excited for the benefit, but already looking forward to being alone with Quinn later.

      They mingled, chatting with most of the guests, ensuring everyone was happy and having a great time. During dinner, they schmoozed with some of the most well-known socialites in all of Texas as if it was what they did every night of the week. Normally they spent their evenings chatting d bantering at the farmhouse table in the lodge, dressed casually in  sweats.

      By the end of the night, Violet’s face ached from smiling so much and she couldn’t wait to get out of her heels. As the hired staff started cleaning everything up, Quinn slipped his arm around Violet’s waist. “I don’t know about you, but I’m beat. What do you say we call it a night?”

      “Don’t you think we should oversee this?” she gestured towards what was left of the party.

      “These folks are professionals,” he said, waving his hand at the busy workers. “We can trust them.”

      “Alright, if you say so. I am awfully tired,” she relented. They turned and headed back to the main house, leaving the crew to their job.

      Two hours later, Violet’s eyes flew open and she hastily jumped from the bed. “Quinn! Quinn! Wake up!” she shouted as she hurriedly dressed. He sat up, disoriented.

      “What’s wrong? What’s going on?”

      “The fire alarms are going off! And I smell smoke! TEN! We’ve got to get Ten!” she yelled, shaking with nerves as she slid on a pair of shoes. All she could think about was getting to Ten and making sure he was safe.

      Quinn threw on a pair of jeans and was quickly on her heels as they raced down the steps and the few feet to Violet’s room. The baby monitor she’d brought with her and placed by the bed hadn’t lied - Ten still snoozed away, blissfully unaware of the panic eating at his mother. She scooped up his body, heavy with sleep, from his crib and tossed a thick, woven blanket over him before running toward the kitchen.

      She yelped when she reached the huge room and saw bright orange glowing just outside the large windows as the flames started to lick at the house.

      “Out the front! I’m going to make sure everyone gets out,” he told her, kissing her forehead. “Take care of you and Ten. I’ll join you as soon as I can,” he added before taking off in a jog, knocking on doors and yelling “Everybody out! Fire!”

      She ran to the large front doors, exiting the lodge and continuing to jog for a few hundred feet, making sure she placed a large distance between her baby and the dangerous, rapidly growing fire. Guests and household staff members followed behind her - most wearing pajamas and robes.

      Dana called the fire department, who had already been alerted by the alarm system, but the closest station was twenty miles away. All they could do was watch the fire glow bright and pray it didn’t destroy everything.

      Quinn ran toward Violet and threw his arms around her and Ten. “Everyone’s out, but the fire is spreading fast,” he told her. He smelled of smoke and burnt wood.

      “I know, I’m so sorry, Quinn,” she said, leaning her head against his chest.

      The fire trucks arrived and fought the fire with all their might, getting it completely put out in record time. However, the damage was extensive. The house was blackened and most of the beautiful gardens surrounding it were scorched.

      While the firemen worked tirelessly, Dana, Quinn and Violet had been on the phone, securing motel rooms in Wills Point for the displaced guests at the ranch. The only vehicles not completely destroyed by the fire, were one of the older trucks stored near the stables for farm work and a Jeep. Dana and Jose, Quinn’s right hand man, started shuttling the guests and staff members to the motels by the interstate.

      “You go on ahead,” Quinn told Violet. “Ten doesn’t need to keep breathing all of this smoke. I’ll be along soon.” He kissed her before she climbed into the truck with Dana, holding Ten in her arms. As they drove down the drive in the pitch-black darkness, Violet turned and looked back at the glossy red fire trucks and their flickering lights. Smoky haze crept around the trucks and Violet shivered. Everything that they had worked so hard on together was now lost.

      

      
        Chapter Eight

      

      A soft knock on the motel door startled her. Violet wasn’t asleep, just lying beside Ten, worrying about Quinn. She eased from the stiff mattress to open the door. Checking through the peephole first, she opened the door to an exhausted Quinn. Sweat and soot smudged his face and his clothes were covered with ash. She reached out to hug him, but he put up his hands.

      “As much as I want to hug you, let me shower first. I don’t want to get any of this on you,” he explained.

      “I don’t care about getting dirty.”

      “I believe you, but I’m sure, like the rest of the group, you have no spare clothes lying around right now.” His words conjured up an image of her closet back at the ranch filled with all of those designer clothes she couldn’t bear to part with a few months ago. Now, what did they matter? She’d grown a lot as a person these past few months, and designer gowns just weren’t a priority anymore.

      After Quinn showered and dressed in a pair of gym shorts and a t-shirt one of the firefighters had given him, he wrapped Violet in his arms and sighed. “Violet, I don’t know what we’re gonna do. The place is insured, but insurance will only pay if it was accidental.”

      “Of course it was accidental!” Violet exclaimed. Quinn put a finger to his lips and glanced at the baby snoozing away.

      “I know, but an investigation has to be conducted to rule out arson. Who knows how long that will take, and what am I supposed to do in the meantime?”

      “I see what you’re saying, but this is a terrible situation! People depend on you.”

      “I’m going to have to let the staff go. When I can get back up and running again, they’ll all be welcomed back, but I can’t have them waiting on ifs and whens while they have families to support,” he said sadly.

      “What about…me and Ten? I have a little money saved,” she pondered aloud.

      “I want more than anything for you and Ten to stay with me while I figure this out, but I can’t expect you to put your life on hold. I... I’ll understand if you want to move on.”

      “Are you kidding me?” She searched his eyes. “I want to be where you are, whether it’s a big ranch house or a box on the street!” There was a fierce determination in her words.

      “I’m going to get an inexpensive apartment for the time being. It won’t be anything special,” he muttered.

      “The apartment I rented before I moved to the ranch falls into that category. The complex is pretty rundown, but mostly only elderly people live there,” she told him, thinking about sweet, little Mrs. Gonzalez.

      “I’ll call them tomorrow. I have a good bit in savings, but not nearly enough to repair the ranch, and I want to hold onto as much as possible since I don’t know what the future holds,” he said wearily.

      “I understand, Quinn. All that matters to me is that we are all safe and we’re together,” she said, meaning every word.

      “Violet, you’re right. I don’t know what I would do if I didn’t have you in my life. I love you, you know that right?”

      “I know. I love you, too. So much,” she said softly, tilting her face towards his. He leaned down and kissed her tenderly, the faintest hint of smoke still lingering on his skin. They’d made it through the fire, now it was time to figure out what they would do next.
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* * *

      One month later…

      

      Quinn stepped into the crummy studio apartment, the baby’s wails reaching a fever pitch. Violet was at the tiny stove, stirring a pot and talking to Ten, trying to get him to calm down in his highchair. The scene felt like something straight out of a movie, but not the good part.

      Violet turned and waved with her free arm at Quinn. “Hey, hon. Lunch will be ready in a minute.”

      “Thanks, babe. Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “Change Ten? He’s finished eating and past ready to get out of his seat.”

      Quinn walked over, placed a quick kiss on Violet’s lips and picked Ten up from his chair. The baby had sweet potatoes squashed in his hair, all over his clothes, even in his ears.

      “Somebody needs a bath,” he said to the baby.

      As he carried the baby to the bathroom, he tried to appear cheerful for Violet’s sake, but inwardly he trudged along. This wasn’t the life he wanted to give them. They deserved so much better than this hole in the wall.

      Moments later, Quinn carried a clean, sweet-smelling Ten back into the kitchen/living/bedroom. Violet was pouring them glasses of water.

      “How’d your meeting with the bank go?” she asked.

      “Terrible. They still won’t unfreeze my accounts. They say as long as the investigation is ongoing, there’s nothing that they can do,” Quinn complained.

      “That sucks,” Violet sighed, worry lines on her forehead.

      “I’ve got a meeting with a lawyer downtown this afternoon. Hopefully they can get this whole case sped up. You and I both know the truth. It shouldn’t take this long for them to figure out no one committed arson. If foul play was involved, then a crime was committed AGAINST me. Not BY me,” Quinn said heatedly. The whole situation really worked up his frustration.

      “I hope so, too. This whole situation is just not right,” she agreed.

      Quinn helped Violet clean up the lunch dishes and headed out to take the bus into downtown Dallas. He wasn’t used to so much concrete and noise. He preferred the soft wind blowing through the tall grass and crickets singing him to sleep at night.

      When he got off at his stop, he had a short walk to the skyscraper that housed the offices of the big shot lawyer he was angling to hire. He stopped at a crosswalk as a huge influx of traffic was about to whiz by. As he waited for the signal to walk, a distinguished looking man on his cell phone clearly wasn’t paying attention and was about to walk into the oncoming traffic. Quinn grabbed him by his arm and yanked him back, just as a city bus flew by. The man fell to the ground at the momentum, startled and scared.

      "Thank you, thank you," the man said, looking at Quinn. “You just…saved my life!”

      “I just did what anybody would do,” Quinn shrugged uncomfortably. He reached down and helped the man to his feet.

      “Sir, I'd like to repay you! What can I do?”

      “You don’t owe me anything, mister.”

      “The name is Henry Preiss — you may have heard of me?” He stuck out his hand.

      “Doesn’t ring a bell. I’m Quinn Harper,” he replied, shaking Henry’s hand.

      “I’m a real estate broker,” Henry told him.

      “That’s nice. I own a ranch… or at least I did.” Quinn had no idea why he was telling this virtual stranger his business standing in the middle of this concrete jungle.

      “Oh, did you sell? It truly is a seller’s market right now,” Henry said amiably. For some reason, Quinn found himself laying out the whole situation.

      “So, basically, Violet, Ten and me are in a crummy little apartment just north of here for the time being,” he finished.

      “Did you say Violet? That’s a very distinct name. What’s her last name?” Henry asked, the color draining from his face.

      “Jansen. You may have heard of her? She’s a talented event planner and the best thing that ever happened to me. I don’t know what I would have done through all this without her and little Ten.”

      “Ten?”

      “Violet’s son. She calls him Ten, it’s short for Tennessee.”

      “Look, Quinn, I need to get going, but I’m going to phone my lawyer friend and the guy I know down at the investigations office to see if I can help you get this mess straightened out. In the meantime, I’d really like to take you and your… girlfriend out to dinner. Here’s my card,” Henry said, handing Quinn a heavy piece of cardstock.

      “We’ll have to bring the baby with us,” Quinn told him.

      “That will be fine,” Henry said with a tight smile.

      

      
        Chapter Nine

      

      Violet waited anxiously for Quinn to return from his meeting with the lawyer. She didn’t mind so much being back in a tiny apartment again, especially since she had Quinn in her life now, but she hated how much it tore him apart. No amount of reassuring on her part appeased the situation either.

      The key jangled in the lock and the door burst open. For the first time in a month, a bright smile lit up Quinn’s face. “I’m guessing the meeting went well?” she asked. Quinn waltzed over and scooped her up and spun her around. “I’ll take that as a yes,” she laughed before he kissed her.

      “Violet, the craziest thing happened,” he started, “but before I get into that, let me just say, the meeting was great and after the events that took place today, the ranch should be on its way to recovery within the week.”

      “Whaaaat? Quinn! That’s amazing! So what happened today? Tell me all about it!”

      Quinn proceeded to tell her the story, so enthralled that he didn’t notice the shock registering on Violet’s face.

      “The man you saved, his name is Henry Preiss?” Violet asked.

      “Yes, and he’s great guy. He lined everything up and even spoke with the investigators and the bank to get my account unfrozen. He’s an influential man - everything is getting settled so fast!”

      Violet tried her best to keep a straight face.

      “Quinn, I need to tell you something.”

      “Hmm? What’s that?”

      “Henry Preiss is Ten’s biological father.”

      Quinn stared at Violet, his eyes wide.

      “Seriously, Violet? You’re not kidding?”

      “Why would I joke about this?”

      “He did seem particularly interested in you. He wants us to have dinner with him tomorrow night. Including Ten.”

      “No! No way. He doesn’t even know about Ten.”

      “He does now because I told him you had a son. Violet, I know it is a lot to ask, but this man was able to put everything in motion for us to get our life back on track. Can you at least talk with him? He clearly wants to talk with you.”

      Violet sighed. “I’ll set up coffee with him, but I’m doing this by myself. I don’t want him to see Ten.”
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* * *

      Violet took a sip of her decaf soy latte and drummed her nails against the table. Her stomach was in knots. Why did she ever agree to meet with Henry?

      Because the man you love asked you to meet him, that’s why.

      Henry flew in the door, taking off his aviators and smoothing back his hair. He looked sharper than ever in his tailored suit. He spotted Violet and walked purposefully to the table, sitting down silently.

      They stared at each other.

      “You had a baby.”

      “You cheated on me with your assistant.”

      “You had a baby, Violet. Since we’ve only been separated a little over a year, it’s clearly my baby. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Would it have made a difference? We were over.”

      “I still think I had a right to know.”

      “Look, everything that happened, let’s forgive and forget. I’m happy now. I’ve moved on. Quinn is wonderful and he’s a great father figure, too. I really appreciate what you did for him.”

      “The man saved my life. It was the least I could do,” Henry shrugged.

      “Well, it meant a lot.”

      “I’m glad. Now, does the baby…Ten, is it? Does he look like me?”

      “Not really. He has a few of your facial expressions, but he looks more like a Jansen,” Violet told him. “Look, Henry, let’s stop dancing around this. The baby is yours. I suppose there is no way I can legally keep you from seeing him, but I know you. Is that really what you want? A kid in your life? It was never part of our plan.”

      Henry waved over the waitress and ordered a black coffee. After she left, he looked at Violet and sighed. “No, I don’t want a kid, but I feel guilty. He’s mine. It’s my responsibility.”

      “No, Ten is mine. You may have helped create him, but I am his parent. Quinn is going to be a huge part of his life. I don’t mean to be cold, but he doesn’t need a father that hardly ever sees him, doesn’t make him a priority and tosses money at him instead of spending time with him. Let me raise Ten. Wish me well and let us be.”

      “If that’s what you want, but I do want to help with the ranch situation, and if you’ll allow it, set up a savings account for Ten that'll ensure his future. You can tell him down the road that you were the one that set it up, he doesn't need to know about me. Whatever, it’s your choice. Let me at least make a gesture.”

      “Fine. If you want to do that for him, you can. Thanks for not making this difficult." She looked at him, the self-assured, suave businessman. He hadn't changed, she had, and a small part of her thanked him for forcing her into the place she was now.

      She finished her coffee, tossed some bills on the table and told Henry goodbye officially for the last time.

      

      
        Chapter Ten

      

      Six months later...

      “There’s a reason I brought you out here tonight, beautiful,” Quinn said, leading a blindfolded Violet out to the lake.

      “Oh, what’s that?” she asked curiously, reaching out with her other arm to steady herself. Walking blindfolded was no easy task.

      “You’ll see.” Quinn untied the blindfold and Violet gasped at the beauty of what was before her.

      The sun was setting and the sky was full of lavenders, dusty pinks and gold, and it reflected onto the still water of the lake. White rose petals covered the grass by the shoreline and most importantly, Quinn had sunk to one knee before her, extending a diamond ring he held in his hand.

      “Marry me, Violet Marie Jansen. You already make me the happiest man in the world, and I can’t imagine not spending every day for the rest of my life waking up beside your beautiful face.” He beamed at her.

      “Yes! Of course, yes!” She shouted, smiling through her tears as she placed the ring on her finger and pulled him up and his lips to hers. Her heart sung with happiness. They’d had their share of ups and downs, but she knew deep within her soul that this man would love her through thick and thin, good and bad, and through all of life’s sorrows and joys. Saying yes to the privilege of being his wife was the easiest decision she would ever make.

      

      
        The End
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        Chapter One

      

      Camellia Moore twirled, remaining rooted in the same spot, as she examined the interior of her almost completed project. The project was one of her most recent jobs, the complete designing of an untouched apartment that her clients, the Fergusons, had bought. The Fergusons were dream clients, they didn’t complain and they actually listened to her when she was talking about improvements instead of trying to push half-baked ideas down her throat. She liked clients like them.

      “The mural isn’t done yet,” she frowned.

      Tracy Jackson, her invaluable secretary of four years looked at the ceiling. She had a folder in her hand in which she noted down the complaint. It was her job to take down every problem that Camellia spotted.

      “I’ll ask them to get on that,” Tracy assured her.

      “They should have finished it already. The Fergusons want the apartment in two weeks and I showed them the plans for the ceiling. The design was my idea and I can’t have it incomplete.” Camellia said and then looked at the wall. “I told them to finish the painting of the walls too.”

      “I am sure they’ll get right on that,” Tracy said. “You worry too much.”

      “I guess I do,” Camellia said sheepishly.

      Tracy giggled and looked at Camellia. In the years she had worked with Camellia, she had come to appreciate her as a friend and employer. Camellia was young, twenty-five, but already the owner of a successful independent architectural firm. The firm had only two employees, her and Camellia but people didn’t matter. It was the quality of the people that mattered, which was the first thing that Camellia had told her. Tracy herself was three years older than Camellia and felt a sisterly affection towards her; Camellia inspired that feeling in everyone.

      Camellia’s looks played a big part in that. She had large, innocent blue eyes with long, auburn hair which went with her heart shaped face. Despite her delicate features, Camellia was taller than Tracy without wearing heels and had the quiet dignity that select women were born with.

      Tracy, herself, was just as pretty with short blond hair and a perfect figure. It paid to be good looking as a secretary as Tracy had learned. No one liked to wait until you had an appealing face, a sad truth.

      “Earth to Tracy,” Camellia said, waving her hand in front of Tracy’s face.

      “Huh? I am sorry,” Tracy said automatically.

      “Where did you go off to?” Camellia laughed.

      “I got a bit distracted,” Tracy said. “It’s nothing to worry about.”

      Camellia smiled warmly at her and opened her mouth to say something. As she did, an uncomfortable feeling bloomed in her stomach and began to push its way up to her throat. She tasted the sour liquid and bent down, her hand going to cover her mouth. Tracy was immediately by her side.

      “Camellia!” Tracy exclaimed. “What’s wrong?”

      “The bathrooms work right?” Camellia managed to say.

      “They do,” Tracy confirmed and had barely finished her sentence before Camellia took off running towards the nearest one.

      Camellia barely made it to the toilet and was throwing up her breakfast of eggs that her lover, Jared Baker, had made for her. Tracy stood by the doorway, a conflicted expression on her face.

      “Are you okay?” Tracy asked tentatively as the bathroom elapsed into silence.

      Camellia nodded weakly and wiped her mouth with the toilet paper, avoiding looking at the toilet bowl. She flushed it and washed her hands.

      “I just have a bad case of food poisoning,” Camellia said.

      “I don’t think that’s it,” Tracy contradicted. “I watched you for the last few days and you have been sick for a while now.”

      “It’s a bad case,” Camellia tried to say.

      “No more excuses. I am making an appointment for you tomorrow.” Tracy wagged her finger at her.

      Camellia started to protest but at the fierce expression on Tracy’s face, she stopped and smiled.

      “Well, I guess I have no choice but to accept it.”
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* * *

      Camellia didn’t like hospitals.

      It wasn’t because she had a traumatic experience but she didn’t like the smell or look of it. It always smelled like alcohol and sickness. Today, it was especially worse. The smell made her want to run for the bathroom but she had skipped breakfast that day so she didn’t really have anything to throw up. Or so she thought until she ended up inside the bathroom.

      She was being a bit harsh but as she stared at the people around her, she began to feel ill at ease, stamping down the urge to leave. She had promised Tracy and she hadn’t told Jared about it which was foolish of her. He deserved to know but he was busy with his law firm.

      Jared Baker was six years older than Camellia and was well on his way to become the partner in his firm. She had met Jared during a housewarming party thrown by one of her clients.

      To this day, Camellia knew it had been Jared’s eyes that had attracted her towards him. They were dark but warm with an intensity that mesmerized her. He was good looking, that was sure, with an impressionable face and friendly demeanor which was useful for his cut throat profession. He was well-liked by everyone and Camellia had been surprised to see how much when she had been taken by him to her first high-class event. Since then, she hadn’t looked back.

      It was their third year of dating and recently they had begun to talk of their future. Words that made her heart flutter in joy.

      “Miss Moore?” A nurse was calling out.

      “That’s me,” she stood up hastily.

      The nurse indicated towards the door and Camellia went in. Inside, a doctor sat by the chair, he was well in his fifties with white hair and a smile on his face. Camellia sat down.

      “What seems to be the problem?” the doctor asked pleasantly.

      Camellia told him about the nausea and added that she had felt quite tired recently. The doctor nodded and took down notes.

      “For now, I’ll ask you to take a routine blood test and I’ll give you some vitamins. Come back tomorrow for the results.”

      Camellia nodded and took the prescription. It had taken all of ten minutes. As she walked out, she was relieved it was over. A small blood test and then she could tell Tracy that her fears were unfounded.

      What could happen?
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* * *

      “You can’t be serious,” Camellia gaped at the doctor.

      “I’m afraid I am,” The doctor said gravely. “You are pregnant.”

      “How… but… I… “ Camellia spluttered.

      She heard the doctor’s voice from far away, telling her that she was ten weeks along and it was surprising that she wasn’t showing yet. It was quite common to experience nausea during this stage and he was going to prescribe some more vitamins for her along with an appointment with a gynecologist who could take an ultra sonogram for her.

      “The ultra sonogram can be arranged now if you want it,” the doctor said helpfully.

      “Yes,” Camellia said automatically.

      The doctor smiled and picked up his telephone, speaking into it. Meanwhile, Camellia lay trapped in her thoughts, trying to absorb this knowledge. She was pregnant. How had this happened? Usually they were so careful but it had to be a day when they weren’t so careful. How could she be so careless? This wouldn’t do…

      But was it so bad?

      Someone was tapping her shoulder and she looked up to see a nurse. Camellia blinked in surprise.

      “She’ll take you to the ultra sonogram room,” the doctor said.

      Camellia got up and followed the nurse. She was prepped and laid on the chair, her blouse pulled back so that her stomach was exposed. A female doctor came in, smiling at her and squirted the cold bluish gel onto her stomach. She winced as the wand moved along her belly.

      “There we go,” the doctor said in satisfaction. “This is your baby.”

      Camellia looked at the screen and saw her baby. It-he looked so small. Suddenly everything was clear, this was it. This was her baby. Why had she been hesitating? The baby was the most important thing for her.

      “I can have an image right?” Camellia said, her voice filled with emotion.

      “Of course you can,” the female doctor said warmly.
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* * *

      Afterwards, Camellia remained in her car, staring at the sonogram as tears gathered in her eyes. Her baby, the product of her and Jared’s love. She couldn’t wait to tell Jared, hadn’t he always talked about having kids? So this was a bit sooner than they had planned but what did that matter? He would love to hear the news!

      She looked at the clock, it was after five but he was surely at the office. She would go there and surprise him, he would be so happy! They would get married soon and buy a house together. She would take care of everything, especially the nursery.

      Everything would be perfect.

      

      
        Chapter Two

      

      Camellia was strangely nervous as she stood in the lobby of Jared’s workplace. She had been here several times and, though she knew most of the employees, they waved at her as they passed by; she couldn’t smile back at them. Today, there was tension brewing in her. She supposed that it was from the news. The tension wasn’t the only thing that was hindering her. She was a little scared as well, thinking of Jared’s reaction. What would he say? Would he accept this baby or…

      She couldn’t think of that possibility.

      Camellia sighed and stared at the clock. She had been seated at this lobby for more than fifteen minutes. The clock showed six-thirty and Camellia knew she had to get a move on. As a rule, Jared was usually home by eight and she didn’t want to risk the chance of missing him. Camellia looked at her wrinkled attire and tried to smooth it out.

      It doesn’t matter,  she thought. Jared doesn’t care what I look like.

      Camellia stood up, brushed her hair back and walked to the elevators. She knew which floor Jared was in and was sure he would be in his office. The numbers ticked on the elevator and she could feel her heart rate spiking with them. She was nervously anticipating his reaction.

      Maybe he would even propose to her!

      The thought made smile, yes,that would be perfect.

      Her daydreams broke from the ding of the elevator and Camellia walked out. Jared shared the office floor with three other lawyers and they were the only employees on the floor, barring their secretaries. Jared’s office was situated at the back of the office so Camellia had ground to cover as she headed in that direction.

      The other secretaries smiled at her as she passed them by and Camellia could smile back, her fears slightly alleviated. She knew she had been overreacting for no reason.

      The first hitch came when she saw that Jared’s secretary, Alice, wasn’t at her usual spot. Usually Camellia would talk to Alice, chat with her, before walking in. It was certainly out of the ordinary but Jared had probably given Alice the day off.

      Camellia took a deep breath in front of the door and knocked.

      There was a small crash from inside and Camellia’s eyes narrowed.

      “Who is it?” Jared’s voice came, sounding a bit out of breath.

      “It’s me, Camellia,” Camellia said, wondering why his voice was strained with exertion.

      “Wait a second Cam. I have to...uh...organize these papers,” Jared said, tensed.

      Camellia waited and as she did, she heard more noises from inside but they were too loud for what Jared claimed to be doing. Even though she hated being suspicious, Camellia couldn’t help it. Something didn’t feel right.

      Jared opened the door and Camellia brushed off her fears. She was being irrational, he looked impeccable as always, his hair was a bit awry but he couldn’t have perfect hair in the office. He smiled at her and she smiled back, berating herself on the inside for the scare she had inflicted on herself.

      Jared’s office was large; it had a glass desk, a sofa for sitting and his certificates on the wall. Jared led her to the sofa where they sat down and Camellia’s eyes went to the closet door in the corner. She didn’t know why but her eyes kept turning to it.

      “Why are you here?” Jared was asking. “I was going to leave in a few minutes anyway.”

      “I had something I had to talk about,” Camellia tore her eyes away from the closet to focus on Jared.

      His eyes were on hers and she could feel herself calming down. This was it, she would tell him that he was going to be a father and…

      Camellia’s thought broke as her eyes fell on his collar. Something red was peeking out of the fold.

      It’s nothing, she told herself. It’s ketchup.

      Then she noticed something that was troubling. He had forgotten to button his shirt. The third button was open, giving her a view of his wife beater.

      Jared was impeccable about his clothes; he wouldn’t do something so absent minded. Jared wouldn’t…

      He….

      Camellia looked at him with accusing eyes as it dawned on her. She knew it was too good to be true.

      “Where is she?” Camellia asked in a hard voice.

      “Where is who?” Jared said evasively.

      “The girl you were going to sleep with before I interrupted you!”

      She stood up agitated and began to look around for the girl. Where was she? Camellia held onto the anger that coursed through her. It was the only thing that prevented her heart from breaking at that moment. She couldn’t believe it, she knew her evidence was too flimsy but in her heart, she knew she was right. Jared was cheating on her.

      The closet.

      Camellia strode over, ignoring Jared’s protests and pulled it open. The person inside made Camellia gasp.

      Alice tried to put her clothes back on as Jared tried to pull Camellia away. The girl’s hair flowed down to her back and Camellia could see her perfect figure taunting her.  Anyone would have been fine but someone she knew, especially Alice, this was unforgivable. How could he have done this with someone he saw every day?

      “I don’t believe it,” Camellia said. “How could you?”

      “It’s not what it looks like…” he tried to say but Camellia cut him off.

      “It’s exactly as it is. You know, I can’t even look at you right now. I am going to go home and you can do whatever you want. Don’t even think about coming to my place.” Camellia spat out and ran out.

      She made it to her car before she started sobbing, how did this happen? Where had she gone wrong?

      The rational part of her knew that there was no point in blaming herself for it but her heart was too wounded to listen to reason. Jared had played her for a fool. How long had he been doing this with his secretary? Had it been months?

      Had Camellia simply been too blind to see it?

      She thought back to the days they spend together, had there been any indication of it? No, she couldn’t remember any indication and she hated herself for it. Her blindness had caused her this whole mess. Camellia wiped away the tears with conviction and started her car. She couldn’t stay here, she had to leave.

      She didn’t know where she would go but anywhere was better than here.
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* * *

      Camellia ended up at home, packing her suitcase.

      Her home was an expensive apartment she had designed for herself when she was first starting out. The sight of it calmed her down for a few seconds but Jared’s fresh betrayal played in her mind and her calm disappeared. Camellia’s eyes filled with tears again and she strode to her bedroom, taking out her red suitcase. She dumped it on her bed and began to shovel clothes into it. She had no reason to leave, this was her home but Jared had a key and there was no way she wanted to see him today. For today, she would spend the night in a hotel and then look for a new apartment. Camellia hated the thought of giving up this apartment but there were too many memories attached to it.

      Her suitcase was overflowing with clothes and she stared at it blankly for a few seconds.

      Her hand fluttered to her stomach as she thought of the living being that resided inside. The poor thing was left without a father but would Jared have made a good father? He had lied to her and who knew how he would have reacted when he heard the news? The bottom line was clear to her, he didn’t deserve to be a dad and there was no way he was going to come anywhere near her baby.

      A surge of motherly love ran through her and Camellia patted her belly.

      She was going to take care of this baby and give it everything it needed without Jared’s help. He didn’t deserve her forgiveness and she wondered if he would ask for it. Whatever, she wouldn’t be here for it. She would soon find a home for herself and her baby.

      There was no time like the present.

      

      
        Chapter Three

      

      Seven months later….

      

      Camellia struggled with her shopping bags.

      They were filled to the brim with the vegetables that the doctor had recommended for her. The doctor had told her that she needed to eat well as the labor date was drawing close. To be fair, she had two weeks before her labor date but the doctor said the date was only tentative. The real date could be any day now. Camellia was being careful and the bags weren’t helping her at all.

      The lift shook as she tried to gather the bags in her hands. Camellia sighed.  The lift had been rickety ever since she had arrived in this apartment complex. She didn’t like this place but it was the only place she could have found in a hurry when she left that day.

      Jared hadn’t come looking for her.

      Camellia didn’t know why he had come to her mind again but she wondered if things would have been different if he had come. Would she have forgiven him?

      The lift door slid open and Camellia carried her things out. As she walked to her apartment door, she thought that she would have forgiven him. If he had asked her then, she would have but right now, she wouldn’t. Perhaps the baby had matured her and she no longer needed him for support. The baby was her support.

      She opened her door and smiled wryly at the interiors. Her architectural side was in dismay over it. As she prepared for the arrival of her baby, she hadn’t done anything to the apartment. It was decent but plain without any decorations or sofa. All the things she had inside her old apartment was now inside a storage locker, put there by Tracy who told her that she was free to go pick it anytime she liked. Camellia had avoided doing so for the last few months.

      As of now, Tracy was the only one who knew she was pregnant but Camellia trusted Tracy. She knew Tracy would never tell anyone and according to Tracy, Jared had come to her for the information which Tracy had refused to divulge. That had been five months ago. There had been no Jared news after that.

      Camellia set down her purse on her only sofa and went to her kitchen, her hands laden with the grocery bags. She started to take everything out and place it inside the fridge.

      Everything else in her apartment may be a mess but her fridge was impeccably kept. She didn’t compromise with the food and the health of her baby was important. She had started throwing away anything past one day of the expiration date.

      It was a far cry from before when she would eat whatever was in the fridge. It was amazing how much she had changed from her single life for her child and she didn’t regret doing that one bit. The groceries put away, Camellia rubbed her belly absentmindedly.

      She did this quite often, touching the smooth bump and hoping that her baby would kick. Sometimes the baby obliged but today the baby didn’t. She was probably tired.

      Though Camellia had the chance to know if the baby was a boy or girl, she had avoided learning it. She wanted it to be a surprise. She would love the baby no matter what but secretly she wanted a girl. As a single mother, Camellia felt that having a girl would help her relate to the baby. There was a fear in her, that if it was a boy, he would look like Jared. It wasn’t a farfetched assumption. Jared, despite his flaws, was the father. Camellia was past the feelings of love but she hadn’t quite forgiven him for his betrayal. Her greatest fear was that she would unknowingly inflict her bitterness upon her child.

      Camellia was hungry.

      She tied back her hair and opened her fridge. She was craving something cheesy and Camellia was usually a big follower of rules but today, she decided to give herself a break. Her feet ached and she wanted nothing more than to curl up on her sofa and eat some macaroni with cheese. She, at least, had a TV and she looked forward to having a quiet night.

      The pregnancy had made her into a cook. Camellia had diligently read through any magazine relating to baby care so that she could learn more about how to take care of the baby. She was alone and she knew it was time to step up to the plate. It was a tall order but Camellia was determined to fill it.

      Camellia gently carried the steaming bowl of macaroni and cheese to the sofa. She set it down on her coffee table and was about to start the TV when she heard a beep. She turned to her answering machine and saw that the red light was blinking. Someone had left her a message. The only person who knew her number was Tracy so she probably had work for her.

      She looked longingly at the food but decided to see what Tracy had to say.

      She pressed the button and waited for the voice to come.

      “Hey Camellia, sorry for disturbing you,” Tracy was saying. “I wanted to tell you that we had a job offer and it seems like a good one. I know you aren’t taking any jobs at the moment for obvious reasons but this one seems like a good one so I wondered if you would reconsider. I’ll be sending over the details tomorrow. I hope you are alright.”

      The message ended and Camellia picked up her bowl. The news wasn’t that important to her at the moment. Camellia had a couple of job offers and she had done a job in the beginning but she hadn’t continued in fear that it would put strain on the baby. There was another reason and that was Jared. Jared knew where her job place was and she had no doubt that he would pester her for it. At that time, she hadn’t wanted to see him so she had avoided going to her work address but soon she got calls from her client that Jared had visited them asking if they knew where she was. That was the last straw for Camellia and she had stopped working altogether.

      She had to cut down on some expenses and she was running low on money but Camellia was still reluctant to go back to work. For now, she put the thought out of her mind and continued to eat her bowl of pasta. She turned on the TV and tuned onto an educational channel. She had read somewhere that babies could hear what you were seeing and she didn’t want to influence her baby to the wrong direction without it being born yet.

      Already she was being a tough mom and she reveled in it.

      Feeling tired, Camellia skipped washing her bowl and went to bed. She yawned as she snuggled under the covers and drifted off to sleep.
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* * *

      Camellia didn’t know what time it was and she didn’t care.

      The pain that had woken her was akin to being stabbed in the stomach and she jolted up, her hand going to her stomach as her eyes looked around frantically. It took her ten minutes to calm down but her heart continued to race as she mulled over the pain that had radiated from her belly. Was something wrong with the baby?

      It was a kick, Camellia told herself. The baby is a bit energetic and wanted to tell me that.

      She barely finished that thought as another stab of pain radiated. It was definitely coming from the baby and it was more painful than the last one. For a second, she feared that something was wrong and then it hit her. It was the labor pains. It was starting.

      Camellia painstakingly got up and took baby steps to the living room. She had promised her doctor that she would call him when the pain started so that he could send an ambulance for her. He was well aware of her status as a single mother. The pain started again half way and she had to stop to lean against the wall, breathing heavily. Camellia knew she was supposed to time them but for now, her priority was calling the ambulance.

      Hold on baby, Camellia thought.

      She reached the telephone and dialled the doctor’s number. He answered in the second ring.

      “Hello?” Dr Hill’s voice was tired and Camellia knew she had woke him up.

      “It’s me, Camellia,” Camellia gasped.

      “Camellia? What’s wrong?” Dr Hill asked, his voice sounding alert.

      “I am in labor,” Camellia said through gritted teeth.

      “I’ll get an ambulance. Sit tight and time it,” Dr Hill ordered and hung up.

      Camellia collapsed on the sofa and managed to get onto an upright position. She kept her eye on the clock as she followed Dr Hill’s instructions. They were still far apart and Camellia knew she had time yet for the actual birth but it really was unbearable. She would feel better in the hospital than alone at home, suffering through the pain.

      The ambulance came in fifteen minutes and she heard them pull up in front of the apartment. She couldn’t help but smile at what her neighbors would think but then again, she didn’t care. She was a lady about to give birth, who cared about the neighbors?

      She managed to open the door for them and the paramedic sat her down in a wheelchair to wheel her out to the ambulance. Camellia much preferred it to being carried out in a stretcher. As they wheeled her out, her eyes fell on her neighbor’s door and it was open. She saw him staring at her and couldn’t look away.

      She had no time to think of it as the pain started again. The journey to the hospital was a blur as she spent it timing her contractions. As soon as they entered the hospital, she was transferred to a nurse.

      “My contractions are ten minutes apart,” Camellia said.

      “We have time. I am afraid you are going to the ward to wait,” the nurse said.

      Camellia nodded, hoping that she wouldn’t be alone. She wasn’t alone but the women around her were wrapped up in their own pain so no one talked to each other. The silence in the ward would occasionally be permeated with the sound of groans and gasps, Camellia’s being among them.

      One by one, the ladies disappeared leaving her alone in the ward. Camellia had been stuck in the ward for five hours by then and she couldn’t handle seeing the husbands or boyfriends who were there with the women. It was a harsh reminder of her circumstance.

      Idly, she thought that she should have told Tracy when her bed felt wet. Mortified, she sat up and saw the wet spot. Camellia knew what that meant but that didn’t stop her from blushing when she pressed the button to call the nurse.

      “What’s wrong?” the nurse asked as she came in.

      “I think I am ready,” Camellia looked pointedly at the wet spot and the nurse nodded, taking her bed and wheeling her out the door. She was taken inside the operating room where two other nurses were gathered. This time the pain was completely different from before. It was more potent and she felt like she was being ripped apart as it coursed through her.

      “Please hold on for the doctor,” the nurse told her and Camellia’s eyes bugged out.

      The doctor arrived soon and one of the nurses took Camellia’s hands.

      “Hold onto me and push,” the nurse said.

      “But…the epidural…” Camellia managed to say.

      “No time,” the nurse said brusquely.

      Camellia couldn’t answer as the pressure on her lower stomach increased. She gritted her teeth, pushing with all her might. She was soon breathless and sweating but the baby was showing no signs of leaving its safe haven.

      “A bit more,” Dr. Hill said, looking under the gown. “I see the head.”

      Bolstered by the words, Camellia put more force into pushing. Time lost all its meaning as she continued to push. The pain was unimaginable but she bore through it, crying out sparsely. At one point, she began to weep but it finally came to an end.

      The cry pierced the operating room and Camellia’s head fell back in relief.

      “Congratulations,” Dr. Hill said, his eyes twinkling. “You have a daughter.”

      “Can-can I hold her?” Camellia whispered hoarsely.

      “Let’s clean her up first.”

      Her daughter was cleaned and then placed into her arms. Her eyes were closed but she was breathing. Camellia felt her breath tickle her face and smiled gently at her. She stroked the soft skin of her daughter’s cheek and kissed her forehead.

      “Welcome to the world, Amelia,” she said and leant back to relax with her baby.

      

      
        Chapter Four

      

      As Camellia had a normal delivery, she was declared fit to go home in two days.

      Tracy had come by to drop her home and she had the papers with her. While Camellia was glad to see her friend, she wasn’t very glad to see the papers that she held.

      “I know what you are going to say,” Tracy said.

      “Do you?” Camellia said testily, cradling Amelia in her arms.

      “Give it a look!” Tracy insisted. “I know you have Amelia to take care of but you need the money and this is a good job.”

      “Fine, I’ll give it a look,” Camellia said tiredly.

      Tracy grinned and leaned over to pat Amelia as if Amelia had helped convince Camellia. Camellia handed off Amelia to Tracy as she took the papers. They weren’t inside her apartment yet so Camellia didn’t open the envelope to see the papers. As she passed by her neighbor’s door, his face flashed to her mind and she remembered how he had watched her. Now she remembered his face, he had dark hair with bangs that had hidden his eyes and a well formed jaw. Features that was neither appealing nor unappealing.

      Tracy noticed her looking and looked at her quizzically but Camellia shook her head. They walked into her apartment.

      Her thoughts were still on her neighbor and she began to think how strange it was that in all the two months that her neighbor had moved in, she had never seen him. He rarely came out and sometimes Camellia would get his mail delivered to hers.

      She remembered one instance when that had happened. It had been a month ago and the delivery man had given her the letter, ignoring her protests as he did so. The man left and she was left clutching it, indignant. Camellia hadn’t opened it but she was tempted to. The front of the letter was stamped with the word ‘Confidential’ and it had his address on it. Still, she had taken the letter and slid it under his door. The next day she had thought he would thank her but there was no such indication.

      Camellia put away the thought of her neighbor.

      Tracy helped her put Amelia down in her crib. As her apartment had one bedroom, Camellia had put up the crib right beside her bed so that she could be accessible to Amelia at night. She knew the tough days were ahead of her as Amelia would surely cry all night.

      At the moment, her little angel had gone off to sleep. Camellia went with Tracy to the living room and as Tracy fixed them a cup of coffee, she thumbed through the contract. Tracy hadn’t been lying about it; it really was a standard contract. The job was the designing of an apartment complex owned by a socialite. The job required her to be on site four times a week and look over the building process. It paid well and Camellia did need the money for Amelia. She mused on it as Tracy waited anxiously beside her.

      After deliberating for a few minutes, Camellia picked up her pen and signed the contract.

      “Nice work,” Tracy said.

      “It’s a good job and I can handle being away from Amelia.”

      “I’ll tell the client. I think work starts from next month.”

      “I would have liked to stay with Amelia a while longer,” Camellia said longingly.

      “You’ll have time,” Tracy said awkwardly.

      “I will,” Camellia laughed.

      She had a good feeling about this job.
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* * *

      Camellia’s first night with Amelia went as expected.

      Amelia started crying at one in the morning. Camellia got up and went to prepare her first feeding. After she fed Amelia, she placed Amelia in bed, examining her perfect features. Her soft tuft of dark hair and pink rosy cheeks which made Camellia grin. She was everything Camellia had imagined her to be and more. The best thing was that she didn’t look a bit like Jared. Amelia shared a lot of her features but had Jared’s eyes. Well they were a minor thing and besides nothing could destroy the love she had for Amelia. She loved her more that she could express.

      And Camellia cuddled to her daughter, knowing that she was going to cry out again but taking advantage of the silence. They were going to have a wonderful life together.
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* * *

      Camellia’s month with Amelia was the best she had ever experienced. She learned each day. Amelia wasn’t a very fussy baby; she was very obliging as if she knew how tough Camellia had it on her own. Camellia loved taking care of Amelia. She loved the feeling of holding her and watching her gurgle with joy. The small smile or wide-eyed look that she gave Camellia…every one of her expressions was imprinted onto Camellia’s mind. Unlike some mothers, she longed for night when she could cuddle up to Amelia and chat about her day.

      Camellia went to routine check-ups for Amelia’s sake, to make sure that she was healthy. Her zeal made the doctor shake his head but smile. She had her stamp for being an over-protective mother.

      But as soon as the month ended, it was time to get back to reality. Her job started and Camellia had to start looking for a babysitter. She couldn’t find a permanent one but she used an agency which sent her a sitter by the name of Rita Pickett.

      Camellia felt ill as she took Rita’s interview. Rita looked barely out of her teens with jet black hair and a shining nose ring. She had an almost disgusted look on her face as Camellia took her interview but seeing as no one else had come for the job, Camellia had no choice but to accept her. Rita picked up Amelia queasily and Camellia’s fear deepened.

      Her cell rang and she picked it up.

      “Where are you?” Tracy asked.

      “I am on my way,” Camellia said, still looking at Rita handling Amelia.

      “Go ahead,” Rita said bluntly.

      “I might be late so don’t leave before I get home.”

      She got no answer from that statement but her heart heavy, Camellia left for work hoping that everything would turn out okay.
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* * *

      Nick Prescott woke with a start.

      His phone was buzzing beside him but as he was accustomed to do, he let it ring. He wasn’t in the mood to listen to Sam’s fears. Sam had pestered him for the last few days, panicking over what to do about the legal notice while Nick knew that it wouldn’t amount to anything. He was content with letting it pass them by but in the recesses of his heart, he was scared as well. If the lawyer pursued this…

      Nick put that thought of his mind and sat up, wondering why he had woken up. His apartment was deadly quiet and empty. His computer glowed and he realized that he had forgotten to shut it off before he had fallen asleep.

      The sofa had caused a cramp on his neck and he massaged it as he stood up and went to shut off the computer. The living room was a mess, the table was littered with takeout boxes that he hadn’t bothered to throw out and the floor was covered with his clothes that he hadn’t washed. Truly the bachelor life.

      The sight made him annoyed but Nick didn’t make any attempt to clean up. He put it off, as he always did because he never felt like it.

      Though with my money, Nick thought. I could hire a maid.

      It was tempting but Nick didn’t pursue it. He knew he loved his anonymity more than anything and a maid would be troublesome. He didn’t need any help. He was fine on his own.

      As he thought that, a cry pierced the air and he tilted his head to the side. It was the neighbor’s kid again. A month or so ago, his neighbor to the right had a kid. He recalled the night she had been wheeled away to the hospital.

      Nick had been lying awake, checking out maintenance issues when he heard the sirens. He had gone out and seen the woman being taken. He also remembered, vividly, the way his heart had jumped when her sapphire eyes had met his. He couldn’t recall her face; it had been dark but her eyes still made him lose his train of thought.

      I wonder what kind of impression I made on her.

      Nick smiled at that. He ran his fingers through his long hair, he hadn’t gone to cut it and the bangs flopped back onto his eyes. Yes, he really should go for a haircut.

      He waited, as he usually did, for the cry to disappear but there was no indication of it. The baby continued to cry and Nick started to feel uncomfortable. Where was her mother or father? Why weren’t they taking care of her? Nick didn’t like to hear the sounds of the baby crying and he found himself walking to the door. Maybe the parents had fallen asleep?

      Highly unlikely. With that cry, they would have woken up in an instant. Nick was outside his apartment and he saw that it was near night. He turned to go back inside his apartment and with a start; he saw that his neighbour’s door was left ajar. He looked around, but seeing no-one familiar, he walked in, closing the door behind him. What was wrong with the mother? Why on earth did she leave the door open?

      He felt weird trespassing but as he looked around the apartment, it was evident that the apartment was empty. She had gone out and left her baby alone. Strange.

      The baby in question was lying on the couch, still crying. Nick took tentative steps towards the baby and was awed by the look on its face.

      He hadn’t had interactions with babies but now he realized he should have. The baby was very cute, beautiful actually. She didn’t have the blue eyes that her mother did and he found himself leaning forward and picking her up. The baby stopped crying and looked at him with tear filled eyes. The sight endeared her to him and he hugged her, making her smile. The smile caught him off guard and Nick gave a smile back. The baby wasn’t so bad and since he had already taken the step, he should wait until the mother came back. To be sure, he shouldn’t have entered her apartment, but he couldn’t leave the baby crying inside. That went against his morals.

      Nick sat down and rocked the baby. She continued to smile and he caressed her cheek. Had she eaten? It didn’t look like she was hungry and he didn’t want to run the risk of poisoning her. He wasn’t well versed on baby care but he sniffed the air, to make sure she hadn’t soiled her diapers. There wasn’t any smell indication so he figured it was alright.

      He continued to play with her, picking up her rattle and rocking her in his arms. It was the first time in a while that Nick felt absolute peace. He didn’t worry about anything else as he had the baby in his arms.

      “What’s your name, baby girl?” Nick asked.

      The baby gurgled.

      “That’s right, you can’t speak. Should I give you a name?”

      The baby touched his beard.

      “I’ll call you…” Nick mused and was about to announce a name when the doorbell rang. He hesitated, who would that be? He didn’t want to be caught by someone who was visiting the apartment but it could be the mother. He would have to face this sooner or later so he got up, the baby in his arms, to open the door. He shifted her weight from one arm to another and pulled the door open.

      The woman on the other side was undoubtedly the mother. She had long wavy brown hair, those blue eyes that had mesmerized him and a tired look on her face. Somehow, she looked beautiful to him and had an air of dignity about her.

      The woman’s eyes focused on him and her mouth dropped open.

      “Who are you?” she demanded. “What are you doing with my baby?”

      Nick recoiled from the accusations and moved aside.

      “Let’s talk inside,” he said.

      The woman gave him a suspicious look but walked in. She reached for her baby and Nick let her take the baby without any fuss. He did look longingly at the baby but knew that he would have to appease the mother first.

      “Now, can you tell me what you are doing here?” the woman asked, sitting down on the couch.

      Nick explained his story and the woman became indignant but not at him.

      “I don’t believe this! That nanny is going to get an earful from me!”  she exclaimed. “Thank you for taking care of Amelia.”

      “You are welcome.”

      The woman hugged the child closer to her chest and Nick smiled at the display of love. She really loved her baby.

      “You are my neighbor, aren’t you?” “I am Camellia.”

      “I am Nick.”

      “It’s nice to meet you. I do apologize for the inconvenience,”  Camellia said.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Nick said, waving his hand. “What are you going to do about your nanny?”

      “I’ll have to hire someone else,” Camellia shook her head in exasperation.

      “I can do it,” Nick found himself saying.

      Camellia looked at him in surprise and he continued.

      “I am home most of the time and I can take care of her. I do like her,” Nick said.

      “I don’t know…” Camellia said doubtfully.

      “Trust me. I can do it,” Nick smiled.

      Camellia’s face went through a range of different expressions but she settled on resigned.

      “You are hired then,” Camellia said smiling.

      Nick didn’t know why but he felt really happy when he heard the news. Somehow it felt like it was meant to happen and he knew he wouldn’t squander this chance.

      

      
        Chapter Five

      

      Camellia was having a tough day at work.

      The contractor was being unreasonable and it had started raining sometime in the afternoon which she knew would greatly hurt her chances to get home early. She was desperate to go home as Amelia was waiting for her. Each day was hard on Camellia; she missed Amelia a lot and wanted to be home as soon as possible so that she could see her.

      It had been two weeks since she hired Nick and she had to say that he was doing a good job of taking care of her baby. At first, she had been apprehensive. He was practically a stranger but Nick won her over. He was affectionate towards Amelia and knew how to make her laugh. The first day, she had come back home to see Nick dozing off with Amelia in his arms, sleeping peacefully. The sight had warmed her heart and she knew that Nick was the perfect person to take care of Amelia.

      Camellia had been ready to refuse Nick that day but something about him made her agree. Seeing Nick face to face, she had felt tongue tied. His bangs had been swept aside and she saw his intense eyes. His appearance wasn’t very polished but there was something about him that made her trust him. Camellia was usually a good judge of character (minus that one mistake she had made with Jared) and so far, she felt that Nick was a good person. He made her laugh with his ridiculous stories and had cooked her dinner, with the excuse that he was learning to cook. It was a touching gesture after she had come back from a hard day’s work and she had enjoyed eating with him as he told her about his college days.

      There was still one mystery remaining and that was Nick’s work. He didn’t talk about it and Camellia got the feeling that he was well off. He was scruffy but his manner showed that he had money but he didn’t seem to work. He, himself, had told her that he had free time so Camellia was a bit worried about what he meant by that. He refused to talk about it and Camellia was hesitant to ask him. She didn’t want it to seem as if she was prying but she couldn’t deny that she was curious. He had refused to let her pay him which had alerted her to the fact that he was not without money.

      But what did that matter? Nick was a good guy and she didn’t want to lose him.

      The contractor finally agreed to the changes she proposed and Camellia sighed, relieved that it was over. She hailed a cab and drove home, anxious to see her baby.

      When she reached home, Nick was waiting for her but Amelia was sleeping. Camellia was disappointed.

      “This isn’t fair,” she pouted.

      Nick shrugged.

      “Blame the baby.”

      She went to see Amelia in the crib and smiled at her sleeping face. Amelia was forgiven and when she exited her bedroom, Nick was waiting for her at the dining table. He had set the table for her and indicated at her to sit.

      “This is nice,” Camellia said. “You are spoiling me.”

      “You deserve it,” Nick said.

      “Thank you; I haven’t heard that in a long time,” Camellia admitted.

      “Anyway, how was your day?”

      “Hard,” Camellia said, taking a bite of her chicken salad. “The contractor wouldn’t listen.”

      “It must be hard being an architect,” Nick said sympathetically.

      “It is sometimes but most of the time, I enjoy it,”

      “I can’t relate. I don’t do much work.”

      Camellia didn’t betray any expression but she wondered if this was his way of telling her that he was unemployed but his next sentence disapproved it.

      “I have other people to do it for me.”

      “You do?” Camellia said shocked.

      “You sound so taken aback,” Nick laughed.

      “Sorry, I just…” she blushed.

      “It’s fine. I don’t blame you,” Nick said, adding. “I don’t like talking about it.”

      “Why don’t you?” Camellia asked.

      “It’s not very conventional,” he took a deep breath. “I actually own a website.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, I made it while I was in college and it took off so I don’t have to work a conventional job,” Nick explained.

      “That’s…wow. I didn’t expect that.”

      “I don’t think anyone did.”

      “Why are you here? Shouldn’t you be in a mansion?” Camellia joked.

      “I like my privacy,” he answered.

      His face was overwhelmed with a faraway look and Camellia found herself moving forward to pat his hand.

      “Whatever it is, it’ll be fine,” she said.

      “That’s nice of you to say,” Nick said.

      “Trust me. I have been through troubling things,”

      “You know, when I saw you, I thought that you were married,” Nick said.

      “I think a lot of people thought that but I am single.”

      “If you don’t mind me asking, what happened to the baby’s father?”

      Camellia was quiet before she said, “He was cheating on me so I left him.”

      Nick cursed and Camellia had to smile.

      “Does he know about Amelia?”

      “I didn’t think to tell him,” Camellia said. “I was going to when I discovered he was cheating. I left him and came here. I didn’t want to see him.”

      “I don’t blame you. That’s rough but you are doing a great job so it’s his loss,” Nick said.

      Tears pricked her eyes as Nick said those words. They were words that she had longed to hear and somehow hearing it from Nick made it sound sweeter. She suddenly wanted to hug him but stopped herself. What was wrong with her?

      She looked at Nick with fresh eyes. He had gotten his hair cut and it cleared his face so that she could see him properly. He really was handsome and she could fell herself becoming engrossed in examining his face.

      “Camellia?”

      “Yes?” she started.

      “You haven’t finished your salad. Eat,” Nick ordered gently.

      She nodded and began to eat, her head bowed to hide her blush. What was wrong with her? Why was she suddenly so enamored by Nick?
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* * *

      Camellia felt like she was walking on eggshells around Nick.

      After their dinner together, she felt that something had subtly changed in the dynamic of their relationship. So far, she could have labeled it as an employee-employer relationship but he began to share things with her and Camellia knew that she had gone past it. She could feel the change in her as well, her heart reacted around him and she got the fluttery feeling in her chest.

      Camellia wasn’t a child, she knew exactly what it meant but she was too scared to do anything about it. Jared’s betrayal still cut deep and she didn’t know if she could trust Nick. Each day, the feelings deepened and she found herself pointing out things about Nick that she liked.

      He was smart and funny. He tried to accommodate her but the greatest virtue he had was the clear love he displayed for Amelia. He took care of her well and she never saw him complain about it. He was always there for Amelia, be it day or night. Unlike the nanny who had abandoned Amelia when Camellia had returned home later, he stayed until Camellia was home before he left Amelia.

      Camellia found herself opening up to Nick and told him about the day she discovered Jared cheating on her. She didn’t mention Jared by name but the details were sufficient enough to make Nick curse him out for doing such a cheap thing. It had been comforting and hilarious to see him insult Jared. Camellia had forgotten what it was like to have friends. She had to abandon hers after she got pregnant as most of her friends were mutual friends of Jared and it was nice having someone she could talk to. Tracy was a good friend but she was out of depth talking about babies. Recently, Camellia found it hard to relate to Tracy. Having a baby had made Camellia grow into a mom but Tracy, despite being older, was unattached and single.

      Nick was a godsend and Camellia knew it wasn’t surprising that she was growing to like him more and more each day but she had to hide it, for her sake and Amelia’s sake.

      Her work was nearing completion. The plans had been approved and the workers were doing their best so Camellia found herself coming back home earlier. She had another offer for a job which she was going to take. It meant that Nick would have to go on taking care of Amelia and she loved the idea of that. She wanted him around.

      Camellia thought that when she came back home early, Nick would leave but he didn’t. He took his time to leave and watched her take care of Amelia. Sometimes they ate together and Camellia loved the dinners. He talked about his work and told him about his website. It was a place to search references from pop culture which she thought was cool. He told her that it had only been for searching at first but recently they had made it into a social media site where people could share things. Camellia made a note to check it out one day. She wanted to see his hard work.

      One night, Camellia came back home and found Nick with Amelia watching TV. Nick was feeding Amelia and even helped her burp before handing her back to Camellia.

      “Are you taking secret child caring lessons?” Camellia asked as she rocked Amelia.

      “You caught me,” Nick grinned. “That’s my night job.”

      “I feel like I don’t say this enough but I really am grateful for all the help you are giving me Nick,” Camellia said sincerely. “You can’t believe how much of a help you really are.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Nick brushed it off. “I told you, I like Amelia and I like you so it doesn’t matter.”

      At his words, Camellia blushed deeply, her heart fluttering. Did he really mean it? It was then she saw that his forehead was wrinkled and there was a clouded look in his eyes.

      “Is something wrong?” Camellia asked.

      “Yeah,” Nick sighed. “I didn’t want to tell you but…”

      “Did something happen to Amelia?” Camellia said panicked.

      Nick laughed softly, “Nothing of that sort. It’s a personal problem.”

      “Oh.” Camellia blinked. “What is it?”

      “A couple of months ago, I started getting threats from a person who claimed that I had plagiarized my site. It was letters at first but the guy went a step further and contacted a lawyer.”

      As he said that, Camellia recalled the letter that had arrived at her apartment. So that was the letter that she had gotten. A lawyer’s notice,

      “I had someone handling it but that person bailed out on me and I have to deal with on my own.”

      “I am sure it’ll sort itself out. For what it’s worth, I don’t think the site is plagiarized.”

      “Those words mean a lot to me,” Nick said. “It’s nice to have someone believe in me.”

      “Why…?” Camellia said confused.

      “Some of the people have started to leave the site.” Nick said. “They think that the site is plagiarized and we are losing traffic. If this continues…”

      He didn’t complete his sentence but Camellia knew what it meant. If it continued, he would lose his revenue.

      “Have you contacted a lawyer?”

      “I avoided doing it but I think I have to do it now,” Nick said. “I don’t have any other option.”

      “You shouldn’t give up. I am sure a lawyer will do a good job in making this go away.”

      Nick nodded at her gratefully and looked at the bundle in her hands.

      “She is sleeping.”

      Camellia looked down and saw that Amelia had indeed fallen asleep. It was time to transfer her to her crib. She took Amelia to her bedroom, aware that Nick was following her. His words spun in her mind and she was glad he had shared it with her. It made her feel closer to him.

      Camellia set Amelia down and looked up to see Nick’s eyes boring into her. The tension was suddenly thick in the air and she could hear the rush of blood in her ears as they exchanged their meaningful gazes.

      “I thought that it would go away,” Nick started. “I didn’t want to burden you with but your words made me realize that it wouldn’t go away.”
      Camellia could hardly breathe as she listened to him. His words made it sound like he was telling her that he liked her in a romantic way but she could hardly dare to believe it.

      “Nick, what do you mean?” Camellia asked.

      “It’s exactly as you think,” Nick confirmed quietly and stepped forward.

      Camellia knew what was going to happen and she didn’t try to resist as he gently took her face in his hands and pressed a kiss to her lips. It was as if everything that she had bottled inside came out that moment. She had told herself that she would be a mother from now on but Nick’s kiss made her realize that she was a woman as well. She let herself go and leaned in so that they both kissed each other passionately for a few minutes.

      When they parted, breathless, neither spoke.

      “That was something,” Nick said with a slow smile.

      “It was.”

      “I am glad I did it.”

      “So am I,” Camellia confirmed. “I want you to know that I don’t kiss men idly.”

      “I don’t kiss woman idly and I think this is something special,” Nick said.

      “I am happy that we are of the same mind.”

      “How about we have some dinner to celebrate our new relationship?” Nick suggested. “I make mean pasta.”

      “You know, I would like to take you up on that offer,” Camellia said, her hand slipping into his.

      Nothing could ruin this.

      

      
        Chapter Six

      

      For the first time in a while, Nick found himself going to his work headquarters.

      As the site owner, he didn’t usually go to the office but Camellia’s advice was good. He should go and talk to Sam; they had to go for a lawyer. The thought of Camellia made him smile. It had been two weeks since they started dating and he loved every moment of it. Though Camellia worked a lot, they saw each other every night.

      Nick had heard that babies were hindrances for romance but he found that Amelia was the opposite. She was their charm and he loved her a lot. Amelia was a very obedient baby and went off to sleep in a timely fashion, giving them plenty of time to enjoy each other’s company. Nick made no attempt to ask Camellia out. He knew that she wanted to be around Amelia and frankly so did he. He really didn’t like dates and he didn’t think Camellia was a fan either. What did dates matter when they had each other?

      It was enough for him and her.

      Nick stared at his headquarters and walked in. The receptionist greeted him and Nick made his way to Sam’s office. Sam was waiting for him and had a grin on his face when he saw Nick walk in.

      “How have you been?” Sam asked hugging him.

      Sam had dark hair and was taller than Nick. He was married and had been with Nick through his college days.

      “I am good,” Nick said brightly.

      “You seem really bright for someone facing legal procedures,” Sam noted. “Did you meet someone?”

      “I did,” Nick said.

      “She must be someone special.”

      “She is,” Nick said. “Can we talk about business please?”

      Sam nodded.

      “The thing is, they want you to close the site.”

      “I can’t do that,” Nick said immediately.

      “I know but they are threatening to go to court.” Sam said.

      “I got that part.” Nick said sourly. “Did you find a lawyer?”

      “I have a good one,” Sam took out a file. “His name is Jared Baker and he specializes in settling outside of court.”

      “When do we go see him?” Nick asked, taking the file. He flipped through the pages, settling on the picture. A good looking guy,

      “Right now if you are ready for it,” Sam said.

      Nick nodded and they got up the leave. He couldn’t wait to see what the lawyer would say.
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* * *

      Jared Baker’s office was snazzy.

      Nick hadn’t seen a polished office in a while and as he was led in by the secretary, he couldn’t help but admire it. This was the sort of office he would have liked to work in. He didn’t have to wait long before Jared arrived. He was completely professional from the get go and Nick liked that.

      “Please sit down,” Jared said as Nick rose to shake his hand. “How can I help you?”

      Nick let Sam take the lead, explaining the whole problem while he sat back and listened to them. He had no doubt that Jared was a good lawyer but would he be able to get Nick out of this mess?

      Jared listened to their problem, nodding occasionally before saying,

      “I think we can fix this easily.”

      “What do you suggest?” Sam asked.

      “We can settle out of court. We’ll call them to this office tomorrow and have a discussion,” Jared said. “It’s all too simple.”

      “That sounds great,” Nick said. “You can do that?”

      “Easily. Why don’t you go home and I’ll call you tonight with the details?” Jared suggested.

      Nick nodded and they stood up the leave. For the first time in months, he was feeling hopeful.
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* * *

      “You are in a good mood,” Camellia said smiling.

      “I had a great meeting with the lawyer,” Nick said excited. “He said we can fix this problem.”

      “I told you, didn’t I?” Camellia’s smile was strained but Nick didn’t notice.

      They were watching TV together. Amelia had been put to sleep and the two were snuggling on the couch. Nick kept on talking about the lawyer he had met and Camellia’s smile disappeared. She was thinking of Jared but didn’t want to say so to Nick.

      “Are you okay?” Nick asked, noticing her faded smile.

      “I am fine, a bit tired,” Camellia diverted but Nick was too perceptive.

      “I am sorry,” Nick said. “I didn’t think about your feelings.”

      Camellia had told him that her ex-partner had been a lawyer and she had gone to his office to tell him when she had seen him cheating on her with his secretary. Thinking of it made his blood boil. He couldn’t abide cheaters.

      “Don’t blow it out of proportion. It’s a minor hitch. I just want your problem to be solved,” said Camellia.

      “You and me both. He said that he would call me with the details,” Nick looked at his cell hopefully but there was no call.

      “I am sure it’ll arrive soon.” Camellia assured him as Nick’s cell phone rang.

      “I’ll take it,” Nick said and picked it up.

      “Hello?” Jared’s voice came through and Camellia looked up.

      “What’s the news?” Nick asked.

      “We’ll have the meeting in my office,” Jared said. “Tomorrow at ten,”

      “I’ll be there.” Nick said and hung up.

      Camellia’s eyes were narrowed and her face was thoughtful. The voice had sounded familiar to her but she didn’t know why. It was almost like she was hearing Jared but that was too big of a coincidence right?

      “Is something wrong?” Nick asked.

      “Nothing, I was thinking of something else. So your meeting is tomorrow?” Camellia said.

      “Yeah, I hope it dies down tomorrow. Any more of this and I’ll go mad.”

      “Isn’t a normal life going to be boring?”

      “Not when I have two beautiful ladies in my life.” Nick grinned.

      “That’s so cheesy,” Camellia’s nose wrinkled but she was smiling.

      “It’s the truth. I am looking forward to the quiet life, with you and Amelia,” Nick said sincerely.

      “So am I,” Camellia said softly.

      Nick wrapped his hands around her and they settled back in the couch but Camellia couldn’t quite shake the feeling that something was going to happen.
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* * *

      Nick was at the office promptly at ten. He couldn’t sit still as he waited for the other lawyer to arrive. He hadn’t seen the person who had complained against him and he was nervous. What did this person look like? Would this issue be resolved quickly? Time would tell.

      “Don’t worry,” Jared patted his shoulder.

      He was completely composed with his secretary beside him. It was a normal day for him, but a nerve-wracking day for Nick. The door finally opened and a well dressed man walked in, followed by another man who wore casual clothes. The casual clothed man avoided looking at him and Nick was at ease. This wouldn’t be an issue.

      He lost track of the words that were being spoken. There was a lot of lawyer talk going on and Nick couldn’t keep track of it. An indictment, pay off…Nick was in over his head from the words. The two lawyers traded harsh words and Nick was glad he had gone with Jared. Jared clearly was a strong lawyer and didn’t back down once. He was good at his words and an hour later, he had convinced the lawyer to drop the charges in favor of a slight pay off. Though Nick had done nothing wrong, he was relieved to let it all go. He didn’t want the hassle of court and this wasn’t a big issue.

      However he couldn’t help but glare at the man who had caused him all this trouble. The two men left and Nick turned to Jared.

      “Thanks for this,” Nick said sincerely.

      “It’s no problem. It’s my job,” Jared assured him.

      “You can talk to Sam about the payment.” Nick said and left.

      He couldn’t wait to tell Camellia the news, they could celebrate it tonight. Everything seemed wonderful as he thought of the two important people in his life waiting for him.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Jared didn’t like hassles.

      He was tempted to tell Alicia to do it herself but sighed as he took the file from her.

      “I have to get it signed by him?” he asked and Alicia nodded.

      It had been three weeks since he solved Nick Prescott’s problem. Nick had seemed like a good guy to him and the job had been easy. He paid well which was always a plus. The file that Alicia had given him was the contract severing their relationship and authorizing the release of the check that they would give to James Reckon, the man who had filed a case against Nick. He would have let Alicia sent it but when he checked the address, he thought he could do it easily with his car.

      It was an hour away and Alicia would take too long. Jared wanted to get everything done.

      “Thank you boss,” Alicia smiled coyly.

      Jared didn’t respond. Ever since Camellia left him, he hadn’t gone into a relationship with Alicia. Alicia was a fling and she was going to remain so. A part of him felt guilty for cheating on Camellia but not enough to want her back. His feelings for Camellia had dimmed but he did want to know where she was. She had left abruptly and he was a man with morals. He did feel guilty about being the reason for it. Tracy had told him to let it go and he was doing just that by moving on with his life.

      The file in hand, he went down to his car. It was six then and he wanted to get this over with so that he could go over to his house and relax for the day. Being a lawyer wasn’t easy but all the hard work was worth the reward.

      Through the car ride, he thought about home and was surprised when he drove up to the apartment building. It wasn’t a bad place but not the place where he expected someone as rich as Nick to live. Rich people were always strange.

      He got out and started at the noise the lift made. It shook as he pressed for Nick’s floor and he felt the distaste grow in him. Jared calmed himself, he just had to deliver the files and he would be done. The doors opened and he stepped out. Alicia had told him the apartment number was 10C so he headed for that. He knocked and waited but there was no response.

      Was he out? Jared was tempted to leave the file and go but it was the start of a weekend. If he didn’t have it signed, they would have to wait until Monday and the waiting was completely unnecessary. He decided on a whim to knock on 10D, maybe his neighbor would deliver the papers to him and have it sent over the next day.

      He stepped towards it and knocked. Noises came from inside and the door opened. He saw Nick standing there, looking surprised but the person behind Nick caught his attention.

      Camellia’s mouth dropped open and guiltily, her eyes went to the bundle she held in her arms. Jared’s eyes were on the bundle as well and he felt as if the ground had given away. He knew without needing to ask that it was his child. Camellia had left a year ago, the perfect time to have a baby. She had left him without telling him she was pregnant.

      Rage came first, how could she have done that? The baby was his as well; he deserved the right to know.

      “What are you doing here?” Nick was asking.

      Jared looked at Nick and his lip curled. Camellia was with Nick, how had that happened? From the look on Nick’s face, Jared deduced that he had no idea that Jared was the father. That didn’t make him feel any better.

      “I came to give you these files but I had a surprise waiting for me didn’t I?” Jared said, looking at Camellia who averted her eyes.

      “I don’t understand,” Nick frowned.

      “Nick, Jared is Amelia’s father,” Camellia said quietly.

      “What?” Nick said aghast.

      Jared pushed past him to see the baby. Camellia had called her Amelia and as he got closer, he got a better view of her. She was exquisite and Jared found a lump forming in his throat. His eyes alight with fresh betrayal, he stared at Camellia.

      “How could you do this to me?” he demanded.

      Camellia’s eyes blazed into his. “To you? You were cheating on me!”

      “So you took my child away from me? Wasn’t that unfair of you?” Jared said.

      “You deserved it,” Camellia said but she didn’t truly believe that. Jared was right, she had behaved like a coward by taking away Amelia from him but she wasn’t going to let him say that.

      “I can’t believe you would be so callous,” Jared said. “I admit I did something wrong but that doesn’t merit this kind of behavior.”

      Nick wanted to butt in but he couldn’t help but sympathize with Jared. Jared looked rightfully angry and, as someone who had grown to love Amelia, he could say that he would have been mad as well if Amelia had been taken away from him. He moved away, letting them fix it among themselves.

      “What do you want Jared?” Camellia said in exasperation.

      “I want to hold her,” Jared said.

      Camellia hugged her child protectively and Jared glared at her.

      “We can do this the easy way or the hard way,” Jared warned.

      “What do you mean?” Camellia said, the blood draining from her face.

      “I mean, I can fight you for custody,” Jared threatened.

      Nick did a double take and looked at Camellia. He knew this would break her, Camellia loved Amelia too much. She couldn’t have her taken away.

      “Jared, you can’t be serious. You can’t take my child away from me!”

      “I won’t have to if you agree to joint custody.”

      “I don’t trust you,” Camellia said.

      “Neither do I.”

      Camellia looked at her child and swallowed. She knew there was no other option left. She couldn’t put Amelia through a court battle and maybe it was better for Amelia to have both her parents in her life. At the moment, Jared looked very sincere so she decided that it was better to give him a chance.

      “Alright, I’ll let you have her one day a week,” Camellia said slowly.

      “We’ll take it slow,” Jared agreed.

      He looked at Nick and Camellia before saying,

      “Can you tell me what Nick is doing here?”

      Camellia blushed. “Nick and I are seeing each other. He helps take care of Amelia while I am at work.”

      Jared looked at Nick jealously. It wasn’t because he was dating Camellia but as he took care of his daughter.

      “I see. I want you to bring Amelia to my house tomorrow,” Jared said.

      He left without another word, leaving Camellia drained. Nick put his hands on her shoulders to support her and Camellia leaned on him.

      “That was certainly dramatic,” Nick said.

      “I don’t know Nick. I hope everything turns out okay,”

      “It will,” Nick said but he wasn’t very sure himself.

      

      
        Chapter Seven

      

      True to her words, Camellia took Amelia with her to Jared’s house.

      She knew exactly where his house was, and the look of it brought up painful memories. It was a two-storey cottage with a well maintained garden and marble path leading to the door. Camellia rang the doorbell and waited for Jared to answer the door. Amelia was in her arms and she had brought over her toys and clothes so that Jared could take care of her.

      Camellia hadn’t slept, thinking of how Jared would take care of Amelia. Nick had stayed over and tried to comfort her but it hadn’t worked. Camellia was completely on edge.

      Amelia smiled at her and the calm washed over her. At least she knew how to comfort her.

      The door opened and Jared stood there, dressed in jeans and a t shirt. He ushered her in and Camellia looked around. Everything was spic and span. The interior of Jared’s house was done in white and she could see her face reflected back through the tiles.

      “You are on time,” Jared said.

      “Aren’t I always?” Camellia said stiffly. She couldn’t bring herself to talk normally to him. Her lingering resentment made it impossible for her to do so.

      “You don’t have to be so…” Jared didn’t finish that sentence as Camellia handed off Amelia to him.

      Jared held her awkwardly as Camellia put down the bag.

      “I got her formula and clothes. I have written down instructions and my cell number for emergencies. I’ll come to pick her up at six.” Camellia said in one breath and bit her lip.

      Jared nodded and Camellia reached forward to kiss Amelia.

      “I’ll see you later honey,” Camellia said and without a backward glance she left the house.
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* * *

      Left alone with Amelia, Jared was at a loss over what to do.

      Amelia was giggling and he couldn’t help but smile. There was a tentative feeling of tenderness blooming in him that he had no idea how to process. She was a beautiful child but at the moment she felt foreign, as if she was someone else’s child and not his. Jared stood and rocked her gently which she seemed to like.

      He was tempted to call Alicia for help but that was stupid. No one knew about Amelia and he wanted to keep it that way for now. He decided to look through the bag that Camellia had left behind.

      Inside the bag, there were several toys which he took out. He handed a rattle to Amelia who shook it vigorously before giggling. It was working; he was doing something to help her.

      It went normally for an hour but then she began to cry. At the sound of her cry, Jared froze. He had no idea what to do. Was she hungry or had she soiled herself?

      The smell alerted him that it was the latter. He set her down on his sofa gingerly and rooted through the bag for anything to change her into. He came up with a bottle of powder, diapers and wipes. He would have to do it himself.

      Jared was queasy at the thought of it but he steeled himself. Amelia was his daughter and he should learn right? He peeled away the diaper, cringing at the smell of it and tried to clean everything up. He did everything well until it was time for the diaper which he botched up. All the while, Amelia watched him with a smile on her face as if mocking him. Even the child knew about his incompetence.

      He was emotionally drained after crossing the first hurdle but the second hurdle came soon after. After noon, Amelia began to cry again and this time Jared was sure that she was hungry. He took out the formula and bottle but took a while searching for the instructions that Camellia had claimed to leave for him.

      1) Sterilize the bottle.

      How was he supposed to sterilize the bottle? Did that mean that he was supposed to wash it? Would normal water do? These instructions weren’t easy at all.

      2) Wash hands with soap.

      3) Mix formula as instructed on the tin.

      4) Make sure it is blood temperature.

      Blood temperature? How was he going to do that? Jared found himself dialing Camellia’s number.

      “What’s wrong? Is she okay?” Camellia’s panicked voice came through.

      “What does blood temperature mean?” he asked.

      “You don’t know what blood temperature means?” Camellia’s voice was incredulous.

      “Just tell me.”

      “Test it against your arm, if it’s the same temperature, its fine.” Camellia explained.

      “Thanks.” Jared said and hung up.

      He picked up Amelia from the sofa and headed to the kitchen. Looking around for a place to keep her, he picked the counter. He set down a blanket for her, placing two pillows on each side so that she didn’t end up falling and examined the tin of formula. It said that the water had to be lukewarm so he set about heating the water. As he poured the water in the kettle, Amelia gurgled, startling him and making him spill the water on the counter. He groaned and picked up the paper towels to wipe it.

      Amelia cried, distracting him and he left his towels to attend to her. When the smell of smoke reached him, he turned to see the towels were on fire. A second later his alarm began to beep.

      Jared didn’t think of setting out the fire, he ran outside with the baby in his arms, completely out of his mind about what to do.

      This wasn’t what he signed up for.
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* * *

      Camellia couldn’t have reached the house quicker.

      The second she got the call from Jared and heard the sirens, she was getting a taxi to rush over to his house. Nick went with her and the two arrived to see Jared sitting in the front steps of his house, Amelia squirming in his grasp. The fire men were gone and when Jared looked at her, Camellia saw the hollow look in his eyes.

      “Nick, could you take Amelia?” Camellia requested.

      Nick nodded and pick up the toddler, walking off into the distance. Camellia sat down beside Jared.

      “I didn’t think it would be this hard,” Jared said.

      “You never can tell,” Camellia said.

      “I don’t know how you do it,” Jared said in awe.

      “It’s hard at first but you get used to it.”

      “I don’t think I apologized for before. I really am sorry about everything.”

      “Can you tell me what happened?”

      “I was making her formula but I spilled water. I used the paper towels to clean it up but I must have left it too close to the stove so the towels caught on fire. I panicked,” Jared said simply.

      Camellia didn’t say it but she was thankful that Amelia was okay.

      “I don’t think I am cut out of this,” Jared admitted.

      Camellia let him go on.

      “I thought I could but I think it’s better if I stay at arm’s length. I want to be a part of her life but maybe when she is older. For now, I would like to visit her and pay child support,” Jared looked at her pleadingly.

      “I guess you can do that.”

      “Thank you Cam.”

      She stood up, looking at Nick playing with Amelia.

      “You made a good choice with him,” Jared said.

      “I know I did.”

      Camellia didn’t look at Jared as she walked to her family. She was leaving her past behind for the future. The Camellia that had been with Jared didn’t exist anymore. That Camellia had grown up into the mature, strong person that she was today and Camellia didn’t regret that transition one bit.
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* * *

      “What did he say?” Nick asked as Camellia took Amelia from him.

      “He said that he wanted to see her but he wouldn’t sue for support,” Camellia said.

      “That’s good,” Nick said approvingly.

      “I think taking care of Amelia alone really freaked him out.” Camellia laughed.

      “I don’t doubt it. I was scared too at first but I couldn’t resist her charm.”

      “I don’t think anyone can.”

      In the midst of her worry for Amelia, the sky had turned dark and Camellia looked at the starry night with a smile on her face. It was the first time in a while that she had gotten to see the stars and admire them.

      “I was an astrologer once,” Nick said.

      “You are lying.”

      “I am not. I used to read the palm of my friends in college.”

      “Did any of their wishes come true?”

      “No but it was fun to do it.”

      Camellia laughed and entwined her fingers with his.

      “I was thinking, we should move out of that apartment.” Nick said.

      “We should?”

      “In case you didn’t know, I do have a bit of money and that place is really far away from town.”

      “Why is that a big deal?”

      “Amelia isn’t going to stay small forever and it’s cramped in your apartment. How about we buy a bigger place so that there’s a room for her and us? You could decorate it and bring your furniture out of your storage locker.”

      “That does sound like a good plan.”

      “Also, I was thinking that it would be easier to be in town so that she could attend school in the future,” Nick added.

      “You are talking as if you are planning to stick around,” Camellia controlled her voice, trying not to give anything away. If what he was saying was true, then he really was planning to stay with her and the thought gave her joy.

      “If you’ll have me, I knew you were the one for me the second I saw you. I have no doubts in my mind that I want to be with you,” Nick gripped her hand tightly.

      “Oh Nick...”

      “So tell me you’ll have me,” he said.

      “Of course I will Nick,” Camellia said tearfully.

      “You, me and Amelia. We are a family.” Nick stressed and Amelia titered in approval.

      Camellia rest her head on Nick’s shoulder, content with the knowledge that he was going to stay. She didn’t have to say it to him; she loved him and knew he did too. Together, they would take care of Amelia and live happily.

      It was amazing to think of it like this but this truly was her happily ever after.

      
        The End
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        Chapter One

      

      It was a good morning.

      Anna Lester yawned and stretched, staring at the light shining through the window. Outside a cool breeze was blowing in the park opposite the streets she could she strollers enjoying the sunshine. It looked like it was going to be a great day and she couldn't wait to get out of bed to start it. She had a lot of wonderful  things planned for the day and each of them were things she would enjoy doing. However the temptation of her comfy, warm  bed was strong and she found herself delaying the inevitable.

      Just another five minutes, she thought, lying down with her eyes closed.

      But finally, she sat up and stretched, frowned, and gave a deep sigh. The spot beside her was empty and she knew that he had left without her again. He always did that.

      Her night dress rippled as she swung her legs out of bed. Anna looked at the window, revelling in the view of the lake outside. She had picked out a good apartment for herself, it was right next to the park which had a beautiful lake and the prettiest rose bushes she had ever set her eyes on.

      She slid her feet into her slippers and walked towards her bedroom. She washed her face and looked at the mirror. She stared at the woman looking back at her. The woman had blond hair with green eyes. Her face was perfectly oval and her lips were curved so that even though she wasn't smiling, she appeared to be. It was a pretty face but on closer inspection, she could see the dark shadows under her eyes and the paleness of her skin. The days hadn't been very good to her recently.

      Due to the massive deal going on at work, Anna had skipped a couple of meals and recently, she had been feeling very tired and sleepy. Two days ago, she had been overcome with a bout of nausea and ran to the bathroom in the middle of the meeting. It was mortifying and her co-workers hadn't let her forget about it.

      He had comforted her.  His comfort only went so far though.

      Anna took a shower and dressed in a white shirt, paired with a black skirt. It was her normal office attire and today, as she looked at herself in the mirror, she saw that it hung loosely around her frame. She really had to take better care of herself. He had mentioned it too, last night when she had been unable to eat the pasta he had prepared for her.

      "I think you are pushing yourself too hard," he had said as she tried to swallow her mouthful of food.

      In her haste to answer him, she had swallowed too quickly and almost choked.

      "I am fine, it's just the presentation. You know I have to make sure it's perfect."

      "I know, just don't push yourself too hard." He looked at her, concerned.

      The words warmed her and she smiled at herself in the mirror. He took such good care of her. She was a lucky girl.

      In the kitchen, a fresh pot of coffee had been brewed for her and Anna poured herself a cup. She hated drinking black coffee so she mixed in some milk, added two cubes of sugar and sat down to enjoy it. It was only seven and she still had plenty of time to go to the office.

      One of the perks of getting this apartment had been how close it was to the office, the buildings were practically side by side. All she had to go was exit the building and walk for ten minutes. Anna finished her coffee and looked in the fridge for something to eat. Her stomach growled and she took an egg. An omelet sounded great.

      She wasn't a cook like him but she was decent. She made herself a plain omelet and downed it, waiting for a few seconds after she had finished eating to see if the nausea would come back. It didn't and she washed down the taste with a glass of water. By now, it was seven thirty so she went to the front door, put on her black heels (an unfortunate necessity in her office life) and left her house.

      She didn't meet any of her neighbors which was unfortunate. Anna was a very social person. The day she had moved in, she had visited the people next door to introduce herself. He had laughed at her for that but Anna had stubbornly insisted. Her mother had insisted that she always be nice to neighbors and Anna had carried on that habit.

      A brisk walk later, Anna walked into the air conditioned office building, smiling at the guard, Mr Johnson as she showed her ID card.

      "Morning Mr Johnson!"

      "Morning Anna!"

      The kindly old man smiled and she headed for the elevator.

      Inside the elevator, she looked at her watch nervously, her hand straining on her bag. She was early but it was a superstition that Anna had. She would always feel as if she would be late despite coming early. She always thought the worst and so the relief she felt at being proven wrong was exaggerated.

      Her cubicle was occupied when she arrived and her chair turned to reveal her friend, Lisa, holding up papers.

      "Morning Lisa," Anna said.

      "Morning," Lisa said brightly. "You are on time as usual."

      "Your cubicle is there," Anna pointed.

      "I know but your chair is much more comfortable," Lisa pouted.

      Anna stared at her until she moved and sat down, placing her bag on the ground. She switched on her computer and turned back to Lisa.

      "Any news on who is going to be taken to New York?"

      "None," Lisa said. "I wish he would just tell us!"

      "Maybe they are deciding."

      "No way. I bet you anything, Mr. Grumpy-pants already knows."

      Anna looked around and whispered,

      "You shouldn't say that out loud."

      "So what? It's not like he is here to listen."

      As Lisa finished her sentence, a voice ran out.

      "Miss Lester, I haven't seen the reports on the summation yet."

      Paul Mercer, their manager, was suddenly standing beside them, staring at Anna with dark eyes. He had an impressive height, towering over the two of them but he wasn't built. He had a leaner body with ebony hair and a handsome face. As always, Anna found her heart speeding up.

      "I'll get them to you," Anna said pleasantly.

      "Hurry please," Paul said impatiently. He shifted his gaze to Lisa. "And Miss Andrews, please get back to work instead of chatting idly."

      He strode away and Lisa made a face behind his back.

      "The good looks are so wasted on him," Lisa said.

      Anna didn't say anything as she got to organize the papers he asked for. Mr. Mercer hated having to wait and she stood up, the papers in her hand.

      "I'll be right back," she said.

      She went over to his office, the blinds were drawn and when she walked in, he was sat beside his desk.

      "Are those the papers?" Mr. Mercer asked.

      Anna nodded.

      "Put them on the desk, thank you."

      As Anna put them on the desk, she felt hands sliding over her waist and a kiss on her cheek.

      "Mr. Mercer!"

      "You are a bad actress," Paul laughed. "I am just trying to put some spice into this."

      "I am sorry I wasn't there when you woke up," he added sheepishly.

      "It's alright."

      "How do you feel?"

      "Better."

      Paul leaned in and kissed her. Anna smiled throughout the kiss, feeling blissful.
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* * *

      It had started two years ago, New Year’s Eve.

      As was the custom with companies, there was a party for all the employers and everyone was required to attend if only to remain for the first hour. Lisa had dragged Anna along with her despite Anna having a cold which had taken her out of work for the last few days. Lisa had told her that there was someone she wanted to get along with and Anna had reluctantly gone with. The person in question was Sam from human resources and as soon as Lisa saw Sam, she disappeared. Anna was left entertaining the senior workers.

      She was in a bad state the whole night, feeling as if she was going to die from the headache that plagued her and the nausea that swirled in her. Through it all, she was aware of Mr. Mercer’s eyes on her.

      During that time, Mr. Mercer was strictly a boss. He was older than her by a few years and he had the reputation of being a strict person. Anna hadn’t had any direct contact with him except through orders which he gave. She had always thought he was a handsome man but had never told anyone.

      Her sickness got worse and by ten, she was barely able to stand. Her head spinning, she retreated into the file room where she lay her head on the table and breathed in slowly. It was quiet and she could feel herself get better but didn’t have enough strength to leave. She didn’t trust herself to go home alone and hoped that Lisa would come find her.

      Anna deeply regretted having come to the party when the door opened.

      It was Mr. Mercer and for the first time, Anna saw something in his eyes that she had never seen before. It was worry and it made him look human. As he approached her, Anna felt her heart skip a beat.

      “Are you alright, Miss Lester?”

      “I am fine, a bit faint,” Anna said softly.

      She expected him to leave but he sat down opposite her and didn’t say anything. Anna didn’t know why he was doing that but she couldn’t have him sit here while everyone else would be looking for him.

      So she said, “You should go back to the party.”

      “There is no need for me to do so. I already showed my face, they don’t expect more from me.”

      “Don’t you like these parties?” Anna asked, surprised.

      “I tolerate them but I am not a fan of New Year’s.”

      “Neither am I. I came for Lisa,” Anna confided.

      She didn’t know why she was telling him but in that room it seemed as if the distance between the two had decreased and they had crossed the boundary of being boss and employee. He was a just a person, a very attractive one at that.

      Mr. Mercer laughed and the conversation flowed. Anna forgot about her illness as they talked about their favorite movies and places to go out. She found herself liking him more as the time passed until she was aware of the shouting coming from the main floor. They were counting down.

      “I didn’t realize time had passed that quickly,” Paul said.

      “Neither did I,” Anna said. “Don’t you have someone to go to?”

      “Why would I?”

      Anna blushed.

      “It’s New Year’s.”

      “I am alone.”

      Then he smiled and raised his glass. "Happy New Year."

      The air became charged and Anna was aware that he had moved closer to her, around the side of the table so that he was sitting right in front of her. She could still hear them counting down but their voices became faint as Paul began to lean in. As soon as they said one, his lips touched hers and Anna was transported to another place entirely. She didn’t think about the consequences, all she thought about was him and the feeling of happiness that surged through her as they kissed. She'd always liked him, but this came as a surprise. It was only after they parted that something occurred to her.

      “But I am sick, you could become sick as well,” Anna said worried.

      “I don’t mind.” Paul touched her hand and gently stroked her palm with his thumb.

      And she didn’t doubt anything. She didn't know whether this was a one-time thing, but she was prepared to give them a chance.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Two years later, they were still together in the office and outside of it.

      Paul had his own home but he stayed most nights with her, in fact, it felt like all the time. He had helped her find the apartment and Anna loved decorating it with his help. He was a kind person and he always gave her invaluable advice. She had learned a lot from him but in the office, the two were the soul of discretion. They didn’t let on about their relationship.

      Like most companies, theirs had a 'no dating' policy but it was only frowned upon, not strictly prohibited so they were in the clear. But the thing that worried Anna was the gossip, so she had asked him to be extra careful. She didn’t want anyone to think that she was sleeping with the boss to get ahead at work and wanted to show them that she was good in her own right.

      Paul had agreed because he had faith in her. Anna was a hard worker and she caught on quickly. She had built a reputation for herself in the office and everyone admired her.

      Life was perfect.

      Now if she could get rid of this bug, it would be better.

      “How are things going for New York?” Anna asked as she sat down.

      “I am still deciding. You don’t expect me to tell you who I am taking with me do you?” Paul raised his eyebrow.

      “Of course not, I just wanted to know,” Anna said simply.

      Paul laughed.

      “You are so perfect Anna. You don’t ask for anything. Any person in your position would have hinted at going.”

      “I can go some other time and besides, I am not going to use our relationship for my own gain,” Anna said and got up. “I have to get back to work.”

      Paul nodded and went back to his work as Anna headed back to her table. She found Lisa busy at work and decided not to disturb her. She had sat down when she felt a slight nudge from inside and felt the bile pushing itself up her throat. She covered her mouth and stood up quickly, trying not to be conspicuous as she headed for the washroom.

      She barely made it to the toilet as she emptied her omelet into the toilet bowl. Disgusted, she flushed and went out, looking around carefully to make sure that no one was around. Anna washed her mouth carefully and was glad she had that box of mints on her desk. If this continued, she would have to start bringing her toothbrush to work.

      Paul is right, she thought. It’s time to visit the doctor.

      

      
        Chapter Two

      

      Anna didn’t like the look of the waiting room.

      It was terribly lonely and she wished she had brought Paul with her but that was silly. Why bother him for something so trivial? She hadn’t even told him that she had made an appointment for this. She didn’t want to disturb him and the doctor would probably give her some pills to relieve her.

      She had thrown up again and was light headed. She didn’t understand why she was feeling so sick and tried to remember when she had eaten something out of the ordinary in case the doctor asked her. She had been waiting for ten minutes and was hoping the doctor would hurry. It was four in the afternoon and Paul was supposed to come to her apartment at night. She would have to wrap this up quickly.

      She heard the nurse call her name and stood up, ready to go in. The doctor she had chosen was Dr. Andrews. He had been recommended by Lisa and Anna trusted her judgment. The doctor seemed to be in her late thirties with her dark hair tied back into a bun and a ready smile. Anna was at ease as she sat down.

      “What seems to be the problem?” Dr. Andrews asked.

      Anna described all her symptoms but as she did, something occurred to her. It was a fleeting thought and she didn’t really want to think of it so she put it out of her mind. Dr. Andrews listened to her with rapt attention.

      “It might just be a stomach bug but I’ll be asking you to get a blood test in case. The results should come in tomorrow so you have to come back. I don’t think it’s anything to worry about.”

      “Aren’t you going to prescribe any medicine?”

      “I have a hunch and besides, I don’t want to give you anything that might harm you, I hope you understand,” Dr. Andrews said calmly.

      She wanted to ask her what hunch she had but refrained from doing so. Instead, she thanked the doctor and left for her blood test. Hopefully, this would solve all of her problems.
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* * *

      “You are very distracted,” Paul commented.

      “What? Sorry,” Anna said immediately.

      She had been staring down at her bowl of soup, playing with it and making it colder by the second. Paul had finished his bowl a few minutes ago and watched her as she played around with it.

      “I was thinking about something,” Anna said.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s nothing to worry about. Some work I have to finish,” Anna lied smoothly.

      She didn’t know why she was lying, the last thing she wanted was to alienate him but it felt like it would do no good to tell him.

      “You shouldn’t worry too much,” Paul advised.

      Anna smiled. I am so lucky to have him.

      “It’s nothing, you are right. A good night’s rest will do me good.”

      Paul stood up and cleared the dishes away. She tried to help but he shooed her away with mocking orders to go to bed. Anna grinned and followed his orders, changing into her pink nightgown and laying down. He came ten minutes later and changed as well, slipping into bed with her. His hands wrapped around her waist, pulling her closer.

      Feeling his warm breath against her neck, Anna forgot all about the doctor’s visit and fell deeply into the world of dreams.
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* * *

      “You can’t be serious!”

      Anna's voice was incredulous.

      Dr. Andrews didn’t look like she was kidding. Her face was dead serious as she delivered the news.

      “I am telling the truth. Medical tests seldomly lie."

      “But I can’t be, I can’t be…” Anna repeated, sounding dazed.

      Her hand went to her stomach and she had a lump in her throat. Was she really….pregnant? But how… when?

      “I understand it must have come as a shock to you,” Dr. Andrews said sympathetically.

      You don’t know half of it,  Anna thought.

      How was she going to tell Paul? Paul would think she was lying and he had good reason to. The doctor was looking at her, waiting for her to say something but how could Anna explain it? How could Anna explain to her that Paul thought he was sterile? If he was sterile then how could she be pregnant?

      “I just didn’t expect it,” Anna said faintly.

      “These things are always shocking so don’t worry about it,” Dr. Andrews assured her.

      Anna didn’t speak, wrapped up in her worries. The doctor continued talking about vitamins and her pregnancy, she was ten weeks along, telling her that she needed to take care of herself from the amount of morning sickness she was going through. Anna listened to her words through a haze and didn’t say anything. Her heart was sick with all the emotions she was going through.

      The thought of a baby and marriage was something that had never occurred to her. She had never thought about things like that and her relationship with Paul had always been stable, she didn’t need to think of commitment, they clearly weren’t at that stage though they loved each other deeply. How was she going to tell him?

      Anna left the hospital somehow and made it to work. She had taken a break but she hadn’t told anyone. She had been planning to tell Paul about it, after the doctor had pronounced her to be alright but now she wasn’t sure about it.

      Anna stopped outside her work building and then walked the opposite direction, she couldn’t do it. It was impossible, how would she face him?

      She ended up at the park. As it was afternoon, it was slightly crowded by families who had decided to come and spend some time together. Today, Anna found her eyes settling on the little children, in nine months or less, she would have a baby of her own and the thought filled her with tension. It wasn’t that she didn’t want the child, it was because she was sure she couldn’t care for the child. Would she make a good mother? She was young and impressionable, did she have the mindset to take care of a child?

      Anna walked blindly and sat down in a lonely corner, her eyes on the disappearing sun. How long would it take for Paul to understand that she was missing? Would he look for her? She did want to be alone but she also wanted to see him, to talk to him.

      This baby was his, she was sure of it. She never cheated on him and she was loyal to him but would Paul believe her?

      Abortion was always an option.

      And the thought hit her like a punch to the stomach. How could she think of killing a small child? Was she so cruel? No, she wouldn’t do something as heinous as that. Not because she was scared of Paul’s reaction. She had nothing to be afraid of, this was his child and she was damned if she would let fear rule her life. She would tell him the truth. It won't be easy, but it's the least complicated.

      She would have to take some time off but it didn’t matter. She would take care of this baby and she would try her best to be a mother.
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* * *

      Paul was busy reading in his office.

      He was taking it easy. His book, a mystery thriller that he had borrowed from Anna, lay on his desk, hidden from the sight of the door by his stack of files.

      As much as Paul hated mystery books, he found that this one was holding his attention and he was enjoying reading the person in the story go through different clues to find the killer. His Anna had good taste.

      Paul couldn’t describe how he felt about Anna, she was his life.

      He hadn’t expected their relationship to progress so much in the last two years but it had and he found that he couldn’t live without her. Everything about her was endearing, Anna had a quality that he rarely saw in girls, an innocence that drew him to her. That wasn’t to say she was naïve, she was strong but somehow she had managed to retain her morality.

      Paul wanted to protect her, to be everything for her but there was one thing that he couldn’t give her and that was a child.

      Being older than Anna, Paul had thought a lot about their future and he had already thought out that one day, they would get married and live together without any need to hide but the thing that always bothered him was his inability to give her a family. Though the circumstances had been out of his hands, Paul couldn’t help blaming himself.

      It had occurred when he was a child. Like any other child, Paul contacted mumps but in his case it had been so severe that the doctor had told his parents that he would never have kids. He hadn’t understood it when he was a child but in his teenage years, he understood and so he backed away from dating in his adult life. What the point when he couldn’t give the woman he loved a family? It wouldn’t do and he would have gone on alone if he hadn’t met Anna.

      She had captured his attention from the second he saw her, there had been no way to back off and he couldn’t stop himself from falling in love with her and the rest was history.

      When he had confessed to her, she had looked him straight in the eyes and told him that it didn’t matter. They would adopt, it was as simple as that. Paul couldn’t have loved her more.

      He closed the book and leaned back into his chair, she had been sick lately and he was getting worried about her. Maybe he ought to force her to go to the doctor but Paul wasn’t the type of person to force her. She would go on her own.

      Speaking of which, he hadn’t seen her in the office. Had she gotten so sick that she had to take a sick day? He had to get to the bottom of it so he put the book into his drawer and pressed the button on his intercom to ask his secretary to send Lisa in.

      Paul wasn’t sure how he felt about Lisa, she was a good friend to Anna but if half the stories about her were true, she was also a huge flirt but she seemed good natured enough. Paul had to wait a few minutes until Lisa entered, with a fake smile on her face. Paul knew that Lisa couldn’t stand him but he never brought attention to that little fact.

      “I noticed that Miss Lester isn’t in the office.”

      “She had to take care of some work,” Lisa replied.

      “I see, if she comes in, send her to me.”

      Lisa nodded and left.

      Paul decided that what he had to ask her would have to wait until tonight. He needed to know if Anna was alright.

      With a sigh, he reached into his drawer to take out the book. He might as well finish it or it would stop him from attending to his work.
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* * *

      “You weren’t at work,” Paul said over dinner.

      Anna had taken the effort today to make something for the two of them. Her attempt at making stew had gone remarkably well and Paul was enjoying it but he still hadn’t gotten distracted from the fact that she wasn’t present at work. Anna swallowed her mouthful.

      “I finished work early and I was feeling a bit faint so I came back home.”

      “You didn’t tell me,” Paul said. As her boss, he had to be the one she came to if she wanted to go back home so he was confused by what she was saying.

      “I finished work and ducked out early, it wasn’t that serious.” A sliver of defensiveness had snaked into her voice and Anna realized too late that she shouldn’t be behaving this way.

      Paul hid his surprise but thankfully let go of the topic. They chatted about other things, more notably the announcement of the trip that was going to happen in three days. Paul already knew who he was going to take with him but he didn’t say it to Anna. He wanted it to be a surprise.

      As he stared across the table at her, he could see the tiredness in her face. There were the dark circles and the lines but today, especially, she looked worn down as if she was being weighed by something. Paul wanted to ask her what had happened but he also wanted to give her some space, to let her come to him for advice when she needed it. It was killing him but he would go through it, for her.

      They finished eating and headed off to bed where Anna lay down and immediately fell asleep. Paul worked a bit, putting his laptop on his lap and typing up some reports. The mystery book he had read at the office had consumed him to the point that he had been unable to do any work. It was annoying but it had felt satisfying to finish the book.

      He continued to work as the clock ticked away and suddenly he realized that he didn’t have one important piece of paper that he needed. The thought irked him and he tried to calm himself. The paper wasn’t of consequence and this work could wait until the morning but he didn’t like the idea of it. He wanted to finish the work right now.

      Paul was a perfectionist so his nickname at the office hadn’t been far off and when he couldn’t do something, he got tensed and on the edge. He put his laptop on the bedside table and lay back, trying to get to sleep. This work would wait until morning, right now, he needed to sleep.

      As he often did, Paul looked at Anna’s sleeping face.

      She looked so beautiful and vulnerable and he was glad that he was the person seeing her like this. A strand of hair had come loose, hanging precariously over her face and he brushed it away, caressing her cheek as he did so. Anna murmured at his touch and scooted closer, making a smile appear on his face.

      That’s when it came to him.

      Anna was working on the same project, she would surely have the same papers. Paul got out of bed and went to check in her bag. He rooted through the files and found the paper, grinning with triumph when he saw something else peeking through.

      Paul couldn’t resist taking it out and saw that it had the insignia of a nearby hospital. Was that why Anna hadn’t come to the office? She had been to the doctor? That made more sense but why hadn’t she just told him instead of snapping at him, unless the doctor had told her bad news.

      His heart was filled with horror as he held the envelope. Was it something really bad? It couldn’t be right? Nothing would happen to her. Paul didn’t want to see what the envelope held but he couldn’t put it down either and he took out the paper, shaking it open. He checked everything and it seemed alright until he read the doctor’s comments.

      Pregnancy confirmed.

      At first, he was relieved. She was alright, nothing life threatening had happened to her but then it hit him with full force. Anna was pregnant but he was sterile. How could that have happened?

      Did that mean that Anna had been cheating on him?

      And Paul felt the ground underneath his feet give way.

      

      
        Chapter Three

      

      Anna was woozy in the morning.

      She got out of bed and looked to her side to see Paul wasn’t there, he had already left. At the thought of him, she remembered their disastrous dinner the night before and cursed herself. Why had she done that? All he had done was ask if she was alright and she had practically jumped down his throat about it. This wasn’t the way to reassure him and tell him that she was pregnant.

      Even now, she was scared to tell him. The thing that frightened her the most was that he would think she was lying when she wasn’t. Anna would never cheat on him and while she was happy at the news that this meant that Paul wasn’t sterile, she was nervous about whether he would believe her but she knew that by not telling him, she was doing the worst possible thing. He deserved to know.

      As she washed up, she felt her stomach trying to find any indication of her pregnancy. She had lost some weight beforehand but the doctor had told her that it happened and the weight that really mattered was the one around her belly. Now, as she felt it, she understood why. Her belly was slightly rounded and hard to the touch. It was her baby, it was inside there and it was listening to her.

      Anna got emotional all of a sudden as tears gathered in her eyes and she hugged herself.

      “I’ll tell your papa. I promise.”

      She got dressed for work and headed out the door, skipping breakfast. The thought of cooking felt too tiring for her and she decided that she would eat a granola bar from the staff room. The doctor had given her a list of fruits and other things that she should consumed and she reached into her bag to make sure that the envelope was still there. She sighed in relief when she found it but had the strangest feeling that something wasn’t quite right.

      Her first indication happened at the office. Anna had only sat on her desk when Paul arrived. She turned to greet him with a smile when she saw the look in his eyes. He was angry but why?

      “You weren’t at work yesterday, Miss Lester.”

      “I finished my work, sir,” Anna said, a little bit taken aback.

      “That doesn’t give you the excuse to leave. You are not a freelancer.”

      “Sir, I was feeling sick so I did it. I apologize,” Anna said lamely.

      “This is a work place and excuses don’t work, don’t make that mistake again,” Paul warned and walked away, leaving Anna stunned behind him.

      “What’s wrong with him?” Lisa commented.

      Anna hadn’t been the only one then, she had detected malice from Paul’s voice and wondered if she had done anything to annoy him. Nothing came to mind but the worry was increasing. She felt as if something was terribly wrong and try as she might, she couldn’t shake the feeling. This wasn’t good.

      Should she try and appease him? No, she would give him his space. It was the best thing to do. She went on with her work and tried to bury herself in it. She was feeling better today but the thought of the baby hung over her like a sword. She knew sooner or later, she would have to tell him but she couldn’t do it now. She had to wait for the right moment.

      At lunchtime, Lisa stood up to go to eat and took Anna with her. In the cafeteria, the two chatted when Sam slid into the seat with them. Lisa had never managed to catch Sam two years ago but had developed a friendship with him which awed Anna. Sam was handsome with wavy dark hair and movie star looks. She had always thought the two made a good couple but Lisa had said that Sam wanted something different in a girl which Lisa didn’t have. The comment had confused Anna but she hadn’t pursued it,

      A year ago, Lisa began hinting that Sam liked her but Anna always brushed it off. She was in love with Paul, though no one knew and Sam hadn’t mentioned it to her so she put it out of her mind. Sam had turned into a good colleague and she loved chatting with him.

      The three talked and Anna was aware of Paul entering the room. She turned slightly to smile at him but when she did, he looked away from her, surprising her. Was he still angry at her? It wasn’t like him to hold grudges, Paul had always been a nice man and he wasn’t the type to hold something against her. All their arguments had started from Anna and ended with him. Anna couldn’t understand what was going on but she knew if she didn’t do something about it, something bad would happen.

      “Who do you think is going to New York?” Sam was asking her.

      “Don’t know, it could be Allison or George,” Anna said distracted.

      “Or it could be you,” Sam said.

      “I am still here,” Lisa said jokingly.

      “Lisa is more likely, she is one who presented it,” Anna agreed.

      “Who knows, it would be awesome if we could both go,” Lisa said.

      Anna nodded, her thoughts still on Paul. She hoped Lisa would be the one to go as she could go any time. Paul had refused to tell her who it was but there was only one day left until they would all know.

      Anna looked at her sandwich, finding it unappealing. She forced herself to take a bite and chewed slowly, washing it down with milk.

      “Anna, are you alright?” Lisa’s voice came through.

      “I am fine,” Anna said automatically.

      “You have been like this for three days!” Lisa said.

      “You can tell us, we are your friends, OK?” Sam said and touched her hand.

      Anna pulled away and nodded. She wanted to tell them but that would bring about the whole question of who the father was and she couldn’t handle that. She couldn’t out her and Paul’s relationship so it would have to remain a secret for now.
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* * *

      Paul didn’t come to the apartment that night. He had sent her a message telling her that he was too busy with work and Anna hadn’t written him a reply. She had been disappointed that he hadn’t come as she had been planning to tell him about the baby. She had practiced in front of the mirror a dozen times and dressed with care. She was disappointed that he hadn’t come.

      An errant thought entered her mind, maybe when she told Paul, he would ask her to marry him. She didn’t know why the thought came but it brought her great joy. To marry Paul, it would be the best thing, seeing as they were going to have a child.

      She thought about the number of times that Paul had talked about having children. He had always sounded so wistful that she felt sad for him. Well, now he would have a baby, now if he only gave her the chance to tell him that.

      Anna sat down on her couch and then fell sideways, lying down. Her eyes were focused on her television but her mind was far away, lost in her thoughts. Tomorrow was the day for the announcement of the New York trip, maybe afterwards she would have the chance to talk to him. She would have to wait until then.

      Anna didn’t like waiting but she didn’t have a choice.
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* * *

      She didn’t sleep the entire night.

      She tossed and turned, trying desperately to go to sleep but couldn’t. She had always had this problem, every time she had something important to do, she lost her sleep. She got up, bleary eyed and tired, and dressed for work.

      Today was the day, it would all end today or at least she hoped it would. Today, she would tell him. Before she left for work, she had a call from the doctor’s office, asking her when she would schedule the ultra-sonogram. Dr. Andrews had recommended her to a gynaecologist. Anna hadn’t confirmed it as she wanted Paul to be with her so she held them off, telling them that she would inform them later. Anna packed her things for work and headed out.

      At the office, everyone was tensed. She could see it in their eyes, the official decision was to be released after lunch and so no one could stand still. They kept bumping into each other or congregating in corners, whispering. The whole issue had been blown out of proportion and Anna was getting tired of getting cornered by people.

      She had some time alone during noon and Sam arrived with Lisa behind him.

      “You don’t look nearly as excited,” Sam said disapprovingly.

      “I don’t have to be. I am not winning,” Anna replied.

      “Come on, be confident! You worked your butt off for this!” Lisa said.

      “You mean you worked your butt off for this,” Anna said with a smile.

      Out of the corner of her eyes, she saw Paul head for his office. Anna made a split decision and got up.

      “Where are you going?” Lisa asked.

      “I just have to see Mr. Mercer for something. Excuse me,” Anna said and walked off.

      She steeled her nerves, she would tell him and she had to but was this the right time? She was wrought with indecision yet again but she didn’t stop walking and she pushed open his door. Paul sat by his desk and as she walked in, he put something in his drawer.

      “Yes?” he asked.

      His voice was very formal and it intimidated her but Anna couldn’t stop. She decided to start slow.

      “You weren’t at home last night,” she said.

      “I told you, I had work to do.”

      “Paul, I feel like you have been avoiding me,” she said.

      “You are imagining things,” Paul said, avoiding looking at her eyes.

      “Am I really Paul?” Anna said painfully.

      He looked at her and Anna saw what looked like a flash of betrayal in his eyes but as quickly as it had come, it disappeared.

      “You wouldn’t betray me would you?”

      Anna’s heart froze. Why was he asking such a question? Was this the time to tell him? But looking at him, she couldn’t get the words out of her throat. She couldn’t speak and only shook her head. Paul looked away from her and said,

      “Then you have nothing to worry about. You should go back to work, people are going to think it’s suspicious that you are here.”

      Anna turned and left but outside, she stopped outside his door and shook her head in anger. Why hadn’t she told him? Why had she chickened out in the last minute? She was such an idiot. Sighing, she went back to work, at least it would take the mind off of the whole matter.
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* * *

      It was time for the announcement and they were all gathered in the conference room. All the employees of their department, which counted up to thirty people, along with the senior members. Paul sat with the managers and Anna found that she was only focused on him. She couldn’t help but keep her eyes on him the whole time. Paul, what was he thinking? Why would he ask such a strange question?

      She had no idea and she wished she had.

      Paul stood up.

      “We have reached our decision on the person who will be going to New York. As you know, this is an important deal for all of us and the person going will have a lot of work placed on their shoulders,” he said.

      Everyone nodded, hanging off to his words but Anna barely heard them. She was thinking about how to tell him that she was pregnant when she heard him announce who the person was.

      “Lisa Jenkins. You’ll be going to New York.”

      Lisa yelped and stood up, a wide grin on her face. Anna clapped her hands for her friend and Lisa smiled at her as she went to thank Paul. But what she didn’t know was that it wasn’t over yet.

      “I want to announce something,” Paul said.

      Everyone looked at him waiting.

      “Miss Lester, please come to the front.”

      Anna stood up and went to the front, a confused look on her face.

      “As of today, your employment in this company is terminated. You cannot stay here and I want you to clear your desk in the next hour,” Paul said coldly.

      Anna stood there, staring at him, a glassy look in her eyes. Had he just said what she thought he had? He had fired her? Anna looked at every one and saw them whisper, leaning in. Lisa’s mouth had dropped open and Anna couldn’t say anything. Paul seemed like a stranger, how could he do this? He had done the worst possible thing, by announcing her termination in front of everyone, he had ensured that they would talk about it. Her name would be in the mud.

      She could never live it down and her contract was still active in the company. If she went to find a job somewhere, they would ask her questions and the chances were that they wouldn’t hire her after this whole situation. He had ruined everything for her. Why would Paul do something like this?

      She didn’t deserve to be fired but no one was protesting it and all Anna could do was blindly find the door and escape the room.
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* * *

      Anna was sitting at the table when Paul entered the apartment. She hadn’t changed or moved from that position in the last hour and when he came in, she looked up, her eyes puffy and red.

      “What was that?” she asked quietly. “How could you do that to me?”

      Paul didn’t answer and she stood up, glaring at him.

      “How could you do that?” she demanded. “How?”

      “You are asking me that? How could you cheat on me with Sam?”

      “Cheat on you? What kind of rubbish are you spouting?” Anna said and it occurred to her, he had seen the report.

      “I know you are pregnant which means you cheated on me.” Paul spat back.

      “Paul, this is your child! I never cheated on you, this is your child!” Anna cried out.

      “Lies!” Paul said scornfully. “You are a liar and I am glad I fired you, I don’t ever want to see you again. Our relationship is over!”

      With that, he left the apartment and Anna collapsed to the floor as the tears fell from her eyes. He had done what she had been afraid of. What would she do now? She had been dreaming for a happy ending but it had disappeared right in front of her eyes. Everything he did for the last few days suddenly made sense. He avoided her and he kept looking at her with Sam, had he been so consumed with jealousy that he wouldn’t believe her? The Paul she loved, had he really not existed? Was it all for naught?

      Anna knew she couldn’t break down, not when she had a baby to take care of so she forced herself to get up. She had to do something for the baby and she couldn’t do that in this city. She had to get a fresh start. Paul had said that he didn’t want to see her, well he wouldn’t have to. She would find a place to go, far away from him.

      And as she thought that, the place came to mind.

      It would be perfect.

      

      
        Chapter Four

      

      Four months later…

      “I like the touches you put into it,” Robert Prices said. “But you are looking pale Paul, are you okay?”

      Paul nodded. His head hurt and he didn’t think he could keep standing. He had been feeling this way for the last week and he knew what the symptoms represented but he had stubbornly refused to acknowledge it.

      He was suffering from heartbreak.

      Anna had left, the day after she had gotten, fired by him. He had gone back to the apartment and found it empty, her clothes had disappeared along with everything she owned and when he was sure she was gone, his legs gave way and his eyes filled with tears. The love of his life had left him. His sadness was tinged with anger, she had betrayed him and left but he couldn’t bring himself to truly hate her. He knew a part of him would always love her.

      He had to control himself for the office and a week later, Anna’s landlord had asked him to remove his things from the apartment, Anna had asked him to sell the apartment. That had been doubly hard, though they had both paid for the apartment, the deed had her name on it. Paul had done so and another week later, he found a check in his mailbox for the amount he had paid for the apartment. There was no return address on it and he hadn’t cashed the check, keeping it inside his drawer, unable to let go.

      As a coping mechanism, he had worked harder than he did before and gotten stricter but at night, he was aware of his loneliness and he missed her a lot. Sometimes, walking past Lisa, he had the urge to ask her where she was but after the incident, Lisa only had glares for him. No doubt she was angry about the way he had fired her friend and refused to talk to him for anything other than work. Word of the way he had fired her had gotten round and his reputation had become that of an extremely strict person. He had to answer to his superiors but afterwards, Paul had regretted what he had done. He shouldn’t have gone about it as he had but he had been so angry at her that he couldn’t control himself. His pain had taken over.

      Where was she? A part of him wanted to find her and ask her if she was okay but he didn’t have the courage. He couldn’t get over how she had betrayed him.

      “I think you should go see a doctor. Maybe a therapist.”

      “I am sorry?” Paul snapped back to attention.

      “I have seen the signs before and trust me, a therapist will make you feel better,” Robert said sympathetically. “I’ll give him a call and you have to promise me that you’ll keep it.”

      Paul was helpless as Robert dismissed him, the last thing he wanted to do was visit a therapist but he was trapped. He had to accept it or he would end up offending his boss and there was no way he wanted to do that.
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* * *

      The therapist’s name was Joseph Talen. He was a man with a thick beard and thinning hair. He looked Paul over with a practiced eye and indicated at him to sit down. Paul sat down, sure that nothing was going to happen. All therapists were quacks anyway.

      He had to admit that his office was great-looking. It was tastefully decorated with pieces by well-own artists and the couch was comfortable. Paul decided that he would stay the hour and then tell his boss that he went. He had already made the decision that he wouldn’t come back.

      “Tell me, why are you here?” Dr. Talen asked.

      “You know wh? My boss, Robert Price made me come here,” Paul said impatiently.

      “I see. But there had to be a reason why he forced you to come.” Dr. Talen said.

      “I am just overworked.”

      “It doesn’t look like it to me. You seem like there’s something else bothering you,”

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” Paul said defensively.

      “You can’t hide behind it.”

      “I…” Paul hesitated.

      He didn’t know why but when he opened his mouth, he began to speak about Anna and their relationship. He spoke fondly of her at first and his eyes lit up but when he spoke about the baby, his voice filled with venom. Dr. Talen noted down everything and listened to him carefully. He could see that the supposed betrayal had struck Paul hard but he could also see that something didn’t quite add up.

      “You are sure she betrayed you?”

      “I just said that. I am sterile, there’s no way I could have a kid.”

      “Mr. Mercer - Paul - you just said that Anna isn’t the type of person to lie, do you really think that she would have lied to you?”

      Paul couldn’t say anything and he knew that Dr. Talen was using his own words against him. Wasn’t Anna the type of person to never lie to him? Then how had she done such a thing? It had hit him hard and he wasn’t prepared for what the doctor said next.

      “Maybe you should also reevaluate your condition,” Dr. Talen suggested.

      “Are you saying I should check if I am sterile or not?” Paul said.

      “It could be worth a shot.”

      “That’s impossible! I have always…” Paul stopped.

      Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad idea to put this thing to rest. He may have to deal with the pain of nothing having changed. But there was a small chance it may have, and he's willing to take the chance. For his own sake, he reminded himself.
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* * *

      The fertility clinic was small, even though he was the only male present inside. There were women around him, all in different stages of pregnancy and as Paul waited, he couldn’t help but notice the glow that impending motherhood gave them. Was this how Anna was? Her stomach rounded with her skin glowing? His hands clenched of their own accord, he was missing out on it. How stupid of him.

      No, he did the right thing. Anna had been cheating on him. Three months ago, Paul would have said it with certainty but now he wasn’t so sure. Dr. Talen had successfully planted the seeds of doubt in his mind and Paul didn’t know what to think. He picked up a random magazine from the table but it turned out to be a magazine for new mothers. He set it down and leaned back onto his chair.

      He had another appointment with Dr. Talen the next day and he was going to attend it. Paul had told himself that he didn’t need to but after the appointment, he had felt lighter than he had in months. He had actually slept which helped him during work. Talking to him wouldn’t be so bad.

      After what seemed like an eternity he was called, and walked down a long corridor to  where the doctor waited for him. Paul didn’t remember much of their conversation, he talked a lot about the incident and the doctor admitted that there was a possibility that he wasn’t sterile. The thought jarred him and he followed the doctor’s instructions blindly, being told that he was going to have the results in a few days. Paul couldn’t handle to stay in the dark for a few days so he asked the doctor to give him the result in two days. An urgency had woken in him.

      Afterwards, Paul was lost. He found that he didn’t want to go back to his empty apartment and so he wandered the streets, thinking of Anna and the debacle that he had found himself in the middle of. He wanted to hate himself or her but all he could do was wallow in his own misery. Would things had been different if he had forgiven Anna and stayed with her?

      Paul dismissed all the thoughts, he shouldn’t be making premature decisions before the results came in. He had time yet.
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* * *

      “Are you nervous?” Dr. Talen asked.

      “I am scared,” Paul admitted.

      “It’ll be alright. It’s nothing to worry about.” Dr. Talen told him.

      “Don’t you realize what is going to happen if it turns out I am wrong? I can’t forgive myself.” Paul said desperately.

      “Nothing is unforgivable,” Dr. Talen said. “Humans make mistakes, we should accept that and move on. I am sure Anna thinks the same way.”

      Paul wasn’t so sure of that but as he sat opposite Dr. Talen. He didn’t have the courage to say so. He didn’t know what to do and he hadn’t slept the night before. He couldn’t imagine what would happen if it turned out he had been wrong. He couldn’t envision that possibility at all.
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* * *

      Paul waited impatiently for the results to be delivered to him at work.

      He couldn’t work at all, he was consumed with what the results would show him. Was he the one who had been mistaken? Could he have done an unforgivable crime?

      He walked around the floor a bit, trying to calm himself but that didn’t work. It only served to get him glares from Lisa who still hadn’t forgiven him for everything. Paul couldn’t meet her eyes today, consumed by the thought of the results. Finally around lunchtime, his secretary arrived with the envelope. Paul took it from her and was unnerved to see that his palms was sweating. He slowly teased open the envelope and took out the paper.

      He read through it, once, twice and then the paper fluttered to the floor. A strangled gasp escaped him and Paul buried his face in his hands.  The thing he had feared had happened, the report clearly stated that he wasn’t sterile and was able to have children. It meant that Anna hadn’t cheated on him, she had told him the truth all along and he had done something terrible. He had fired her and forced her to disappear.

      How could he have done such a thing? He was truly disgusted by himself.

      The room had suddenly become constricting and he got up, heading for the door. It was too early to leave the office but he couldn’t handle it.

      “Sir, we need the…” a worker said as Paul pushed past her and headed for the elevators. He didn’t know where he was going but somehow he ended up in his apartment. He headed for his desk drawer and took out the check she had sent him. This time, he tried to find any address but there wasn’t anything as he had known there wouldn’t be.

      Paul couldn’t believe what he had done.

      He had betrayed her, not believed her and let her go. How could he have been so stupid? He had sent away the one he loved. Where was she now? How was she doing? Was she alright? Alone and pregnant, how was she going to survive? He had done the worst possible thing to her.

      He had to find her and tell her how sorry he was. He had to do anything for her forgiveness. And his child…

      A wave of tenderness awoke in him. His child, he was missing out on being there for his child. He had to do something, there had to be a way for him to find her.

      And the answer came to him, Lisa. Lisa would know where she was. They were friends, he had to ask Lisa but how could he do that?

      Paul didn’t know but he knew he had to try.
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* * *

      “This is unprecedented,” Lisa said.

      Paul didn’t say anything and he couldn’t meet her eyes as Lisa sat down opposite him. He had called her to a café near the office to avoid any suspicion. Paul hadn’t expected her to take his call but now that she had, he was happy.

      Lisa didn’t look too happy to have accepted his invitation, she kept looking at the clock and the door, wanting to leave. Paul didn’t know how to begin and he grasped one of the tissues on the table, tearing it to pieces.

      “Would you like something to drink?” Paul asked.

      Lisa shook her head and waited for him to speak.

      “I know it’s strange for me to call you out here but there’s something I need to ask you,” Paul said. “Do you know where Anna is?”

      Lisa stiffened and her face was wary. “I don’t know what you are talking about.”

      Paul’s hands shook. “Listen, you have to tell me.”

      “So you can insult her some more? Anna worked hard and you threw her out without remorse.” Lisa accused.

      Paul couldn’t deny it, she was speaking the truth but he had to know where she was so she could ask for forgiveness. Lisa wasn’t understanding that and why would she, she didn’t know why he had done what he did. Lisa was getting up and Paul knew he would have to tell her everything.

      “Lisa I have something to say,” Paul began.

      Lisa sat back down and waited.

      “Anna and I were in a relationship. We were together for two years but four months ago Anna found out she was pregnant and I accused her of cheating on me. At the time, I was sure I was sterile and Anna assured me she hadn’t. I didn’t believe her and my jealousy got the best of me so I fired her but recently, I found out that I am not sterile and Anna wasn’t lying.”

      “You bastard,” Lisa whispered.

      Paul didn’t say anything, knowing that he deserved it. He let Lisa soak in the information.

      “I don’t know what to say,” she finally spoke.

      “You don’t know where she is?”

      “No, she didn’t tell me. She told me she was leaving but she never said where she was going. I had no idea she was pregnant either,” Lisa said worried.

      Paul didn’t say anything.

      “I’ll keep you informed if I find anything,” Lisa said. “It’s the least I can do.”

      Paul nodded miserably and watched Lisa leave the café. His last lead had fizzled out, where was he going to find her now?

      Anna, where are you?

      

      
        Chapter Five

      

      Six months later…

      The baby gurgled happily in the crib. His mother cooed at him and handed him a rattle which he shook with vigor.

      “He is going to be a handful!” Mrs. Gomer said with a laugh.

      “Not too much, I hope,” Anna replied with a smile.

      Jacob giggled in response. Her baby was beautiful, he had tufts of brunette hair and a chubby face with pink cheeks. She could see hints of Paul but Anna didn’t pay too much attention to it. Her baby was her own. It had been ten months since she had seen Paul and two months since Jacob had been born. He had come into this world on a stormy night and Anna had trouble making her way to the hospital. Thankfully her neighbor had helped her but during the lonely night, she thought often about Paul and wondered where he was or what he was doing. Had he moved on?

      Anna loved Paul despite everything but when Jacob was born, her love for Paul took a backseat. Suddenly, Jacob was all that mattered and Anna vowed never to let her feelings for Paul to get in the way of bringing up her child.

      Mrs. Gomer played with Jacob and Anna watched with a smile. She had been a godsend. Anna had moved into this new apartment two weeks ago and since then, Mrs. Gomer had visited her regularly and helped her with Jacob whenever she went to work. Anna had been on maternity leave but now she could go back to work.

      It hadn’t been easy getting a job, Anna had to search high and low for one. Thankfully news of her dismissal hadn’t reached this town but no one wanted to hire a person who was expecting so she was lucky when she managed to get a job with a small company. Her experience helped her a lot and Anna had gained a good reputation in the office. She had to work twice as hard to make up for her pregnancy but Anna had done it. She had even offered to take less time off for her maternity leave but her boss had given it to her, telling her that it didn’t matter and they would wait for her to come back in her due time.

      Mrs. Gomer had picked Jacob up and was rocking him. Anna held out her hands and Mrs. Gomer smiled, handing over Jacob. Jacob smiled at Anna and Anna tickled his belly gently, making him laugh.

      “I better go home, Henry must be waiting for me,” Mrs. Gomer said.

      She picked up her bag and left, leaving her with her child. Mrs. Gomer was married with two kids and when Anna had told her that she was unmarried, the woman had showed no change in expression and continued to help her. She truly was a good soul.

      Anna carried Jacob with her to the couch and sat down. She turned on one of the musical CD’s she had gotten for him and chanted along with the rhymes. She knew it was too early to expose him to it but the doctor had said that babies caught onto everything quickly and she wanted him to be exposed to good influences rather than bad ones.

      She had to go to work in the morning and she waited for Jacob to go to sleep. It had been tough at first, with his cries and incredible demands to eat at night but it had slowed down and Anna was used to it.

      Every time it happened, she couldn’t help but wonder what it would have been like if Paul was with her? Would it have been easier? And then she reproached him in her heart, why hadn’t he believed her? How could he have been so callous?

      Thinking of Paul, reminded her of Lisa. She hadn’t kept contact with Lisa for a few months and she felt guilty. Lisa had been her friend and while she had told Lisa that she was leaving, she hadn’t told Lisa that she had moved to New York. It was a spur of the moment thing but not totally unplanned. Anna’s mother lived in New York and she knew she needed her mother’s support if she wanted to take care of Jacob. Her mother was a widow, Anna’s father had passed away years ago and when Anna had moved away, her mother had told her to come when she could. Anna had planned to leave Jacob with her mother but had declined to live with her mother. Anna loved her mother but the two were alike so she knew that all they would do was have arguments most of the time. Besides, Anna loved her privacy.

      Jacob’s head drooped and Anna got up, slowly, and walked back to the crib, setting him down. Jacob yawned once and closed his eyes.

      Her stomach growled and she went into the kitchen to make something. The apartment she bought had two bedrooms with the living room and adjoined kitchen. It was simple in décor, nothing like the apartment she had back then but she liked it better. She didn’t need anything else.

      Her fridge was almost empty and Anna made a mental note to shop the next day. She got to cooking, making herself a simple salad made of chicken and vegetables, then sitting down on the couch and tuning into a sitcom. Now that Jacob was asleep, it was safe to watch it.

      She hadn’t watched TV in ages, consumed with taking care of Jacob and she laughed along, forgetting some of her troubles. Afterwards, she cleaned up and went to her bedroom. She got ready for bed, dressing in a nightgown, kissed Jacob’s forehead and lay down in bed.

      Sleep didn’t come immediately as she counted down all the things she had to do the next day and then she thought about Lisa again. She really ought to leave a message for her.

      Tomorrow, she thought. I’ll call her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The morning was very hectic for Anna. She had to run around to get dressed and pack Jacob’s bag to take to her mother’s. Jacob wasn’t helping as he cried for her attention and Anna barely managed to eat throughout the whole fiasco but she didn’t mind. She picked Jacob up and walked out, her office bag around one shoulder and his bag around another. She saw Mrs. Gomer in the hallway and greeted her before scurrying towards the elevator.

      She had to be in the office in an hour which gave her enough time to drop Jacob off at her mother.

      Anna’s mother, Jenny Lester, lived nearby. She had her own penthouse. Anna’s father had owned a small business which Jenny had sold after his death. She had enough money but Anna had never asked for it, preferring to live on her own right. Anna knocked on her mother’s door and it opened, revealing her mother dressed in slacks and a red blouse.

      Her mother looked like Anna except the grey strands in her hair. When she saw Jacob, she brightened up and took him from Anna.

      “I have everything packed, he likes to eat at two and if he cries, hand him the rattle…” Anna blabbered until her mother stopped her.

      “I can take care of a baby Anna. I took care of you didn’t I” she laughed. “Go to work!”

      Anna nodded and ran off. She had forty five minutes left and she had to hurry or she would be late. She took the bus and ended up at work, twenty minutes early. Anna had her own office here and a title which pleased her to no ends. She sat down by her desk and got to work.

      A few hours later, there was a knock on her door and she saw it was Eric, her colleague.

      “Hey Anna, did you finish the reports for the Lindeman deal?”

      “I did, here you go,” Anna said and held out the stack of reports for him.

      Eric grinned and took them from her, leaving.

      Anna pushed back the papers and sighed, she hoped this life wouldn’t go awry.
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* * *

      Anna got some time to herself during lunch. She didn’t have many friends in the office so she ate alone in her office. She went to the cafeteria and got a sandwich which she brought back to devour as she looked over some papers. She finished eating and wiped the crumbs from her desk before deciding to call her mother and ask her how Jacob was doing.

      It took three rings before her mom answered.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey Mom, it’s me. How’s Jacob?” Anna asked.

      “He is sleeping right now,” her mother said. “I fed him.”

      They chatted for a while more until Anna hung up, happy that her little baby was alright. She couldn’t wait to see him in a few hours. She was going to go back to work when she remembered that she was supposed to call Lisa. Seeing as she had nothing to do, she picked up her phone and dialed Lisa’s number from memory. She hoped Lisa still had the same number.

      “Hello?” Lisa’s voice came through.

      “Lisa? It’s me Anna.”

      “Anna!” Lisa exclaimed, her voice cracking.

      “Calm down, I am sorry I didn’t call you before!” Anna said.

      “Where are you?”

      “I’m…” Anna hesitated but then decided to tell her anyway. “I am in New York.”

      “You are? I didn’t think you would go there.” Lisa said.

      “Me neither,” Anna admitted.

      “What’s up with you?”

      Anna debated on whether to tell Lisa but then decided she would. She started from the beginning, talking about her pregnancy but didn’t mention Paul. When she finished, Lisa was quiet.

      “Wow,” Lisa said but somehow Anna didn’t detect any surprise in her voice. Anna shook away her suspicion, she was imagining things.

      “I know.”

      “So you are a mom now?”

      “Yeah.”

      Lisa asked her random questions, about where she lived and what she was doing, and Anna answered them, happy that she was able to talk to her friend. After a while, she hung up and went back to work. It was going to be a good day.
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* * *

      A few days later, Anna was in the grocery store.

      She had completely forgotten to shop for days in a row and could only survive as her mother kept giving her cooked meals. Finally, as it was her free day and she had left Jacob with her mother as she went to stock up on food. She kept thinking about Jacob and wondering what he was doing. She was planning to drop off the groceries and then head for her mother’s house so that she could pick him up.

      She remembered to pick up Jacob’s baby formula and other essentials around the house. She tried to keep her mind on the shopping but it kept slipping ever so often.

      Her mind was still pre occupied as she took everything and paid for it, heading towards home. She was thinking of things to do for Jacob and their time together that as she entered the hallway that led to her apartment, she didn’t notice the figure standing in front of her apartment door.

      She didn’t look up but she bumped into the person who steadied her by putting his hands on her shoulder.

      “Thank you,” Anna said distracted but then something hit her.

      The hold on her arms was strong and familiar somehow. And as she hit the person, the smell that wafted under her nose was something she was very familiar with. A scent that someone she knew intimately had always used. Something she had bought of him.

      Realization dawned on her face and as she looked up, she found herself staring at the person who had insulted her all those months ago. The person she had loved so desperately only for him to abandon her at her time of need. The father of her little boy.

      “Anna,” Paul Mercer said. “I missed you.”

      

      
        Chapter Six

      

      Anna couldn’t believe her eyes.

      Paul Mercer was standing in front of her and as the anger rose, there was also sadness as she looked at him closely. His eyes looked ravaged and he looked as if he had not slept for a long time. Being in his arms, she could feel the familiar feeling consuming her again but Anna wouldn’t let that happen so she pushed him off, her eyes blazing with fury. How dare he show up?

      “What the hell are you doing here?” she snapped.

      “Anna…”Paul said softly.

      “Don’t Anna me! How dare you come here? How did you find out I was here?” Anna asked furiously.

      Paul hesitated.

      “Lisa told me.”

      The answer stunned her, Lisa had told him? Why would she do that? Anna would have to have a talk with Lisa as soon as she could. She glared at Paul who didn’t attempt to come closer.

      “I don’t care that Lisa told you but get lost, I don’t want to see your face,” Anna said, her voice rising.

      “Anna please, don’t…” Paul begged. But Anna was adamant.

      She pointed at the elevator behind her.

      “Leave immediately!”

      “The baby… my baby. Where is he?” Paul asked.

      Anna was stunned, so Lisa had told him about Jacob as well? Her mother instinct wanted to tell him to get lost but Anna’s love for him won over and she said,

      “That's none of your... he's somewhere.”

      “Please let me see him, then I'll go,” Paul pleaded.

      “No, leave! Just go!” Tears sprung to her and seeing them, Paul backed off towards the elevator, his shoulders drooping.

      Seeing her so hurt made him feel bad.  He'd thought time would have healed her, but perhaps it was still too soon to except her to listen to him explain.

      Anna stayed rooted in her spot before she forced herself to walk inside. She didn’t know how to react, Paul had come here but why? He looked so thin and broken…Anna’s heart went out to him but then she remembered how he had abandoned her and her heart relived the pain.

      No, she wasn’t going to let him near Jacob. He didn’t deserve to be his father, she would do everything to shield Jacob.

      Anna knew it was a matter of time before Paul found out about her mother and thought about what to do. She couldn’t have Jacob near him.

      She dropped the groceries and decided to go over to her mom’s house. As she left, she was careful in checking if Paul was nearby but caught no sight of him. So far so good.

      She reached her mother’s house quickly and rang the doorbell multiple times.

      “What’s going on?” Her mother asked as she pushed past her to enter the house.

      “Where’s Jacob?” Anna asked.

      “In my room. What’s wrong with you Anna? You look like you have seen a ghost.”

      “He is here.”

      “Who is here?” Her mother asked confused.

      “Jacob’s dad. He is back,” Anna said shakily.

      “What? You told me he didn’t believe you.”

      “He said he does and he wants me back.”

      Anna told her mother everything that had happened and when she finished, her mother didn’t say anything.

      “Do you think,” her mother started delicately. “That it’s worth giving him a chance?”

      Anna looked at her shocked.

      “He wouldn’t believe me and you think that I should let him get back into my life if it was nothing?”

      “Anna, it was an honest mistake. Don’t you think that if you spend your life believing that you are sterile you would lash out that way?”

      “Well yes but that doesn’t give him the right to fire me!”

      “It’s your life but I think it’s worth having Jacob’s dad in it with him.”

      “Mom, I have to disagree with you, there is no way I am letting him into Jacob’s life,” Anna said adamantly.

      Her mother looked at her with dismay but Anna ignored that look, caught up in her own conviction. She wasn’t going to harm Jacob’s life, this was for the best. She had never mentioned where her mother lived as it hadn’t really mattered to either of them but Paul was no fool. He would find it out but until then, Anna would do anything to protect Jacob.

      Paul didn’t appear for a few more days which shocked Anna.

      She was constantly on edge and kept expecting him to pop up from any corner but he hadn’t. She had taken to clutching Jacob tightly when she took him to her mother’s house and one time, she had been holding on too tightly and Jacob had burst into tears. Anna felt guilty about it but she couldn’t do anything as she was intent in her mission to protect him.

      In a way, Anna knew she was going too far. Her kindness had started to come out, telling her that it wasn’t fair of her to treat Paul this way but her pain beat down the kindness. Had Paul thought about how she would feel? He hadn’t given her a chance to explain, why should she do the same?

      Though she argued with herself every day, she knew there was one thing she couldn’t change and that was the fact that she was still deeply in love with Paul. Her love for Jacob made it easier but now that Paul was back, her feelings were running rampant inside of her and she wasn’t sure how she would deal with it.

      It got to the point that she couldn’t concentrate on work which was always a bad thing. She tried and failed, then angrily shoved away the papers, burying her head in her hands. She felt helpless as she thought about what to do, why had he come back?

      There were so many questions in her mind, did Paul come back because he loved her? Did he still believe that she had cheated on him? And the thought made her blood run cold. He had called Jacob his baby but he hadn’t specified if he thought he was his baby or was accepting him for Anna. What if he thought that the only way to win her back was to forgive her for her cheating and accept Jacob?

      The thought made her see red. It was incredibly offensive as she hadn’t cheated on him. She knew that he wasn’t sterile but did he know?

      Why am I thinking like this? Anna asked herself. It doesn’t matter, he isn’t coming near Jacob at all.

      Anna had thought that but that night, after picking up Jacob and going back to her apartment, she had a surprise waiting for her. She had been putting in her key when the door next to hers opened. Anna knew that it had to be Mrs. Gomer so she had a ready smile on her face which died when she saw Paul emerge. Mrs. Gomer followed and she was beaming at Anna. Anna instinctively covered Jacob so that Paul couldn’t see him and as she did, she saw Paul’s eyes go to the bundle on her arms.

      “Anna, there you are!” Mrs. Gomer said.

      “Hello,” Anna said, her voice low.

      “This gentleman has been waiting for you, he sat down for so many hours until I arrived,” Mrs. Gomer explained.

      Anna looked at Paul icily and didn’t say anything.

      “I wanted to see her,” Paul said. “Thank you for your hospitality.”

      “It was no problem!” Mrs. Gomer tittered.

      Anna knew she couldn’t leave him outside with Mrs. Gomer watching so she moved aside so that he could walk into her apartment. She gave Mrs. Gomer another smile and closed the door behind her. Paul was examining the apartment and finally he said,

      “This is a nice place.”

      “Thank you.”

      He turned and his eyes were on Jacob. Anna had covered Jacob’s face and at that moment, Jacob cried out. As Anna was staring at Paul, she saw the emotion that came to his eyes at his call, it was surely what she felt for Jacob. The look unnerved her but not enough to relent.

      “What do you want?” Anna asked rudely.

      “I want what I said I wanted,” Paul said quietly. “I want to see my child.”

      “Do you believe that? I thought you were sure I cheated on you!” Anna accused.

      “Leave him in the crib and let’s talk. I don’t want to expose him to harsh words.”

      His words left her floored and she quietly obeyed. It was something she should have thought of, Jacob was a young child and of course he would be affected by angry words.

      She made sure he was comfortable and went back out to talk to Paul. Paul was sitting on the sofa and Anna sat down beside him but far away from his grasp. She didn’t want to be too close to him.

      “Is he alright?” Paul asked.

      “He’ll fall asleep soon. Tell me why you are here,” Anna said in clipped tones.

      Paul took a deep breath.

      “After you left, I was a wreck. I couldn’t sleep and all I did was focus on work. It got to the point that I worked myself so hard that I couldn’t function. My boss sent me to a therapist and I told him about us. The therapist advised that I check myself out and I did.” Paul’s eyes were mournful. “I found out I could have kids. I looked for you for so long but I never thought you would come here. ”

      Anna didn’t know what to say. She couldn’t say anything harsh to him at the sign of his obvious grief. She wanted to harden her heart but it wasn’t completely hardened, she felt for him. He looked like he was suffering.

      “Anna, I can’t believe to tell you how sorry I am about everything. I did the worst possible thing I could have done, I didn’t believe you when I should have and I don’t blame you for being angry but Anna, please don’t hold my mistake against me. Please, don’t deprive me of Jacob’s life, I want to be there for him and you too. I didn’t come these few days because I wanted you to get the chance to adjust to the idea.”

      “Paul I don’t understand,” Anna whispered.

      “I want to marry you Anna. I want to be there for you and spend the rest of my life making up for what I did.”

      Anna didn’t say anything and Paul continued to speak. She retreated into herself and then came out, words coming out.

      “No.”

      “Anna?”

      “You can come back into Jacob’s life but not mine. We are done. I’ll let you see him but that’s it,” Anna said, her voice as hard as steel.

      “Anna, don’t do this,” Paul said desperately.

      “We are done.”

      Anna stood up and Paul reached for her but she moved away.

      “It’s late, you should go home,” Anna said. “You can come by tomorrow to see Jacob.”

      Paul hesitated but at the look in her eyes, he knew better than to not protest. He headed for the door but left a card on the side table.

      “This is the number for my hotel,” he said. “When you are ready, call me.”

      The door closed and Anna felt as if she had fought a war. How had everything turned out like this? She couldn’t believe what Paul had told her. Had he really looked for her? She would have to ask Lisa but the thought was fleeting. She didn’t know what to think or feel. Her mind was completely blank.

      Jacob’s cry woke her up and she went to him, to tend to him but as Anna stood over his crib, she saw a little drop fall onto his sheets and leave a water mark. Tears leaked out of her eyes and she began to sob. She didn’t know why she was crying but it helped get rid of the tension in her heart. Was she crying because she regretted her decision? Anna didn’t know but she knew she had to be strong if she wanted to be Jacob’s support.

      

      
        Chapter Seven

      

      Anna called Lisa the next day for an explanation.

      At first Lisa was apologetic but then she defended her actions.

      “Anna, you know I never liked Mr. Mercer but when I saw him, the look in his eyes…I can’t even describe it. He was so devastated and he begged me to help him. I couldn’t say no.”

      “Lisa, I trusted you,” Anna said.

      “I know but…” Lisa’s voice was tentative. “I think you should give him a chance. He seemed like he really wanted one.”

      Anna couldn’t reply to her words and hung up, confused about what to do. She had all but forgotten about Paul’s card when she saw it on her way inside the apartment. She picked it up and decided that she had to address it so she dialed the number.

      It took two rings before he answered.

      “Hello?” Paul’s voice was breathless as if he had run to the telephone.

      “It’s me,” Anna said.

      “Hi.”

      “I was thinking about Jacob and if you want, you can take care of him tomorrow,” Anna offered, stamping down the protests inside of her.

      “Really?” Paul’s voice was surprised.

      “Yes, I have to go to work and you can take care of him.” As Anna said it, she wondered what had happened to Paul’s work but didn’t ask. There was time for that yet.

      Paul gave her the address for his hotel and Anna noted it down, hoping that she was doing the right thing.
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* * *

      The next day, she stood outside the hotel, Jacob in her arms. She had his bag with her and she had practiced the instructions she was going to tell him. She walked in, everyone’s eyes on hers and headed for the reception.

      “Can I help you?” the lady asked.

      “I am looking for Paul Mercer’s room. He is expecting me,” Anna said clearly.

      The lady nodded and told her the room number. Anna went up the elevator, rocking Jacob unconsciously as she did so. She reached his room and knocked once. Paul opened the door, dressed in a shirt and jeans, a nervous look on his face.

      “Hi,” he said, his eyes on Jacob.

      “Hey, so I got Jacob here,” Anna handed Jacob to him, ignoring the roar in her soul and watched Paul take him with bright eyes.

      “I brought his stuff so...” Anna continued but Paul cut her off.

      “I Googled up everything, I think we’ll be fine,” Paul said and rocked Jacob.

      A smile bloomed on Paul’s face and Jacob gurgled. Anna was mesmerized for a second but then she shook her head.

      “I have to go so I’ll see you later,” Anna said, turning to go.

      She stopped for a second, wanting to ask him about his job but didn’t. Instead, she turned and left, hoping that Jacob would be alright. During the bus ride and at work, all Anna could think about was Jacob. She wondered if he was alright and if she had done the right thing by leaving him with Paul. She managed to work but her hand itched, to call Paul and ask him how Jacob was. Whenever Jacob was with her mother, she did the same thing, calling several times.

      She could hardly wait until her day was over.

      When the time finally came, she called Paul but he wasn’t answering. She figured that he was busy playing with Jacob. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust Paul, having lived with him for more than a year, Anna knew that Paul was trustworthy. The fear she had was from not seeing Jacob. It was natural.

      She kept trying Paul’s cell phone throughout the bus ride but he still wasn’t picking up. When she got to the hotel, she was slightly worried. Walking up to the receptionist, she was prepared to be sent to his room when the receptionist said,

      “I am sorry but Mr. Mercer left a few hours ago.”

      Anna felt as if she had been punched in the gut. “L-left?”

      “Yes, he had a baby with him,” the receptionist said helpfully.

      Anna staggered and went deadly pale. Paul wasn’t at the hotel, where was he? Had he taken her baby away from her? Could his grief had been so great that he had decided to kidnap her baby? This wasn’t happening. Anna wanted to die, how had she left her baby? Would she never see her baby again?

      Her heart was breaking and she somehow managed to make her way to one of the sofas in the reception area and sat down. Her fingers kept dialing his number but he wouldn’t pick up. She was lost, what was she going to do? Who would she call? The police? He was long gone.

      Then her cell phone rang and she answered without looking at it.

      “Anna?” It was Paul’s voice.

      “Where are you?” Anna asked frantically and loudly, making everyone stare at her.

      “I am sorry I didn’t answer. Are you at the hotel? I’ll be right there,” Paul said and hung up.

      Anna’s mouth opened to say something but the words had died. He had told her he was coming so she calmed down and waited.

      Ten minutes later, Paul appeared, Jacob in a stroller. Anna mindlessly thought that she hadn’t bought it when Paul saw her and headed for her.

      “Hey, did you wait long?” Paul asked.

      Anna shook her head.

      “Let’s go up to my room, we can talk there and have something to eat.”

      Anna followed him and all the while, she reproached herself for her venomous thoughts. How could she have thought that Paul would kidnap Jacob? Paul was one of the nicest person she knew, despite all that had happened between them, how could Anna have thought to call the police on him?

      It was a ground shaking realization for Anna. She had let her anger swallow her and make her think that Paul would sink so low as to commit a crime. She had been so unfair on him and he had gotten Jacob a stroller. Anna looked at him and saw that he had other bags with him, had he taken Jacob shopping? Anna hadn’t gotten the chance to do so and she was curious to see what Paul had bought him.

      They entered his suite and Paul put down the bags. The first thing Anna did was pick Jacob up. Jacob smiled his mother and reached for her hair. Paul watched the two as he picked up the hotel phone to order dinner for him and Anna. Anna was consumed with Jacob until she came back and put him down.

      “Did you feed him?” she asked.

      Paul nodded. “About an hour ago.”

      “Did you make him burp?”

      Paul nodded again.

      Anna sat down on the edge of his bed and asked, “Where did you take him?”

      Paul didn’t say anything at first and then he said, “I guess I should tell you. I quit my job.”

      “What?” Anna exclaimed.

      “I quit when Lisa told me you were here. I wanted to get you two back so I quit my job and I have been looking for a place here. My agent called today and told me that she found an apartment but since I had Jacob with me, I took him along.” Paul said. “Afterwards, I saw that it was hard to transport Jacob by hand so I took him to the mall and got some things for him. Sorry if I worried you.”

      Anna was going to tell him it was alright but looking at his eyes, she could tell that Paul knew what she had been thinking. They had always been like that, so attuned to each other that they could tell what they thought most of the time. Anna felt the guilt hit her hard and she found herself saying,

      “Show me what you got him,”

      Paul smiled and showed the toys and other small things. Anna was impressed and she knew that Jacob was going to love every single one of the things that Paul had bought him. A few minutes later, their food arrived and Anna saw that Jacob had fallen asleep.

      Anna and Paul went back to their familiar patterns as they talked and Anna found herself relaxing. It was like before, Paul hadn’t changed and neither had she, she had become a mother but she was still the same Anna that Paul knew.

      “Are you looking for a job?” Anna asked.

      “I already have a few offers,” Paul replied. “I am going to pick one soon.”

      “You are going to go all the way aren’t you?”

      “I was telling the truth. I want to be with you and Jacob but I am not going to force you. For now, I want to be a father for Jacob,” Paul said simply.

      Anna believed him and she said, “Why don’t you come to dinner at my mother’s?”

      “You mother?” Paul said confused and then added, “She lives in New York? I never made the connection.”

      “Yeah, she does. Come over tomorrow, I’ll text the address. I should go home.” Anna stood up.

      “I’ll drop you off, it’s late and I want you two to be safe.”

      Anna didn’t protest and he escorted them all the way to her apartment, leaving only when the two were safely inside. Anna peeked through the keyhole and watched him leave, wondering how to tell her mother that she had invited someone to her house.
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* * *

      “You invited him without telling me?” her mother said.

      “I am sorry. But it's important to me that you to meet him."

      “Don’t worry about it, I have the things for a dinner.” Her mother sighed.

      “You are a life saver,” Anna said.

      Her mother laughed and hung up as Anna leaned back onto her couch. Jacob was in his new stroller and he was playing with the new rattle his father had gotten him. Anna had no work and she was taking care of him as she ate her lunch. She had to thank her lucky stars that her mother was so adept at cooking. She texted Paul the address and relaxed, hoping that everything would go alright.

      Thinking of Paul, she found herself smiling and then frowned. What was wrong with her?
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* * *

      Anna dressed with care for the first time in months.

      She had Jacob wear new clothes and put on jeans with a black top. She wore a red shrug over it all and made sure that Jacob was warm before she headed for her mother’s house. It was late afternoon and she was purposely going early to see if she could help her mother in any way.

      It turned out that she didn’t have to. Her mother had everything prepared and wore a black dress which Anna told her was overkill. Her mother glared at her before picking up her grandson and cooing at him. Anna laughed and found that she could hardly wait until Paul got to her mother’s house. She wondered if her mother would like him.

      Paul arrived at seven and he was wearing casual clothes. He had a bottle of wine with him which he handed to Jenny and introduced himself to her. Anna could see that her mother liked him and glowed with delight.  They sat down in the living room and chatted. At one point, her mother stood up and asked Paul to help her in the kitchen. Anna was surprised and was going to stand up instead but Paul shook his head and she watched the two leave.

      Anna occupied herself with Jacob but couldn’t help sneak peeks at the kitchen until they both arrived. There was no sign of tension on their faces so Anna was sure she was mistaken. They proceeded to dinner where Paul charmed her mother with funny stories and Anna found herself slipping into the security of his words.

      During dessert, Paul got a call and he left them.

      Anna turned to her mother.

      “What did you ask him?”

      Her mother didn’t speak at first and reached for her wine glass. She took a sip.

      “What a mother had to ask.”

      “Which is?” Anna pressed.

      “It’s nothing to worry about,” her mother said. “Anna, I think you know this but he loves you. A lot from what he told me.”

      “I know,” Anna said quietly.

      “Do you love him?”

      Anna didn’t answer and her mother sighed.

      “I like him and he seems like a responsible person. I also know that he isn’t going to give up so you should make your decision. I know as a mother you want to protect your child but don’t project your dissatisfaction onto your child.”

      Anna listened and was going to say something when Paul came back. They chatted but Anna was too preoccupied with her thoughts. Her mother was right, she had to make her decision.

      Dinner ended and they all went back to the living room where Anna fed Jacob. Her mother and Paul were getting on nicely and An na smiled. They were already behaving like old friends.

      It grew late and Anna stood up.

      “I should go,” she said.

      “I’ll drop you off.” Paul was already on his feet.

      Her mother had a smile on her face as she bid them goodbye. On the way to her house, they didn’t talk and Anna felt an awkwardness in the air. Paul was thinking about something as well. When they got to her apartment, he made to leave but she stopped him.

      “Why don’t you come in? For coffee?” Anna suggested.

      Paul nodded slowly and she opened her door, heading first to her bedroom to put Jacob in his crib. When she came back, he was sitting on the couch. She made the coffee and set down the mug in front of him. Paul took a sip and waited for her to speak.

      “If you don’t mind me asking, what did my mother say to you?” Anna asked.

      Paul gave her a wry smile. “She asked me what my intentions were.”

      “What did you tell her?”

      “The truth,” Paul said and added, “She told me that a mother’s heart was hardened but she thought that I had a chance.”

      Anna had to laugh at that and Paul took her hands.

      “Anna, you know how I feel but talking to Jenny, it made me realize that I shouldn’t pressurize you. I am asking for the last time, please marry me.” Paul’s eyes bore into hers and Anna found it hard to breathe.

      This was the decision she had to take. She couldn’t push it and she closed her eyes for a second, asking her heart the question. The answer was quick.

      “Yes,” Anna said tears filling her eyes.

      Paul smiled and hugged her tightly. Anna felt the peace radiate through her, she was sure she had made the right decision. She had never made any allusions about her feelings for Paul and though he hadn’t been in the right those months ago, it wasn’t something that should be held against him. He had begged for forgiveness and she knew he would try to make up for it, however he could.

      “Anna, I love and I’ll love you forever and ever. I’ll make up for everything I did,” Paul promised.

      Anna nodded and he leaned in, kissing her with all the passion he could muster. Anna wrapped her hands around his shoulder, feeling the love that she had all but hidden inside of her for all those months. Yes, this was it.

      Their moment was ruined by a piercing cry and they both parted, bursting out laughing.

      “I’ll go to him,” Paul said. “I should get used to it.”

      Anna linked her hands with his, “We should both get used to it.”

      They smiled at each and then walked to the bedroom, where their baby was waiting for them. This was going to be the start of their life together.

      

      
        THE END
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        Chapter One

      

      

      Maria Adams was heartbroken.

      Everything she believed in had changed and she was no longer sure what reality was. She tried to keep her hold on the scenario in front of her but like a wild butterfly, it slipped through the cracks of her fingers. Her back ached but Maria hardly felt it. The pain in her mind was greater.

      She knew they wanted an answer from her but Maria was unable to give one. They were waiting, patiently, to know what was wrong with her. To know why she wasn’t on her way down the aisle, why she was on the chair motionless.

      She should be getting up. She should have her bridesmaids around her, fussing over her dress and asking her if she was nervous. They would have held up the train of her dress, an extravagance, and reminded her to put down her veil.

      Those were the things that would have happened.

      But they were the things of a lost future, a future that could no longer be fulfilled.

      If someone had asked her if this was going to happen to her, Maria would have laughed at them.

      Until last night, she had been a happy soon-to-be bride.

      Last night…
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* * *

      It was stifling inside the hall but Maria hardly noticed it as she laughed at Jaime’s joke.

      Her best friend Jaime, red curls bouncing on her shoulders with the freckles highlighted on her pale face, was laughing with her. Jaime had been the one to crack the joke but like always, she couldn’t keep a straight face.

      “You have the craziest experiences at work.” Maria wiped a tear from her eye.

      “That’s why I love it,” Jaime said, grinning.

      Jaime was the manager of a shop but she liked to walk around the floor, pretending to be a sales clerk. That way, she was aware of any problems caused by customers. Maria used to work at the same store until she graduated to the main office.

      “I almost wish I was back there.”

      “Says the person who has her own office.” Jaime rolled her eyes.

      Maria put her arm around Jaime’s shoulder, pulling her closer. Jaime rolled her eyes again but didn’t push her hand away. The two sat down on empty chairs and Jaime looked around the hall.

      “Where’s Prince Charming?”

      “He is somewhere,” Maria answered.

      “I have no idea why you guys have so many guests.”

      “Matt had to invite his co-workers and friends.”

      “But three hundred people?” Jaime exclaimed.

      “Some of them are mine too,” Maria defended her fiancé.

      “Yeah, like thirty of them,” Jaime retorted. “You’ll have a busy social life, that’s confirmed.”

      “I don’t mind,” Maria said softly.

      She tried to search for Matt but he wasn’t visible through the hordes of people. Though they had booked a large hall, it was filled to the edges with people. Jaime hadn’t been wrong, a lot of the guests were from Matt’s side but Maria had understood when he had told her that he needed to invite people. He worked in a network as their production director so he had a lot of people to take care of. Maria was used to it but now, seeing all the people, she felt slightly sick.

      Jaime was chatting about the wedding and Maria nodded, distracted. She almost stood up when she saw Matt walking over to them. As always, he struck her dumb. Maria had always thought that he was good enough to be an actor but Matt had laughed at her when she had told him that. He had dark hair with chocolate brown eyes. He was tall, towering over Maria and as he stood over them, he had to peer down at her.

      “How are you two doing?” Matt asked.

      “Great, is your schmoozing over?” Jaime asked testily.

      Matt glared at her but Maria jumped in to smooth everything over.

      “It’s alright, work is work,” Maria said hastily.

      “Have you seen my parents?” Matt asked.

      “I haven’t, should I have?

      “You should see if they are comfortable.”

      Without another word, Matt had disappeared, leaving behind the two of them. Maria was used to it but Jaime looked annoyed.

      “Are you marrying a person or an escort?”

      “Don’t be harsh, Jaime,” Maria reprimanded.

      Jaime shook her but didn’t say anything. Maria stared on at the crowd, feeling lost for the first time throughout the evening. She hadn’t expected her rehearsal dinner to be like this. Of course she hadn’t been expecting everything to be perfect but the best way to describe her feeling was to say that she was lonely. She didn’t think it would be like this.

      Maria hadn’t seen her sister and she wondered where she had gotten to. Her parents couldn’t make the wedding but her sister had come up. At the thought of her sister, Maria saw her walking towards her.

      Celia, with her long dark hair and long lashes, was making her way through the crowd with grace and lightness. She had an inner dignity that Maria didn’t possess and had always aspired to. She was three years older than Maria and wasn’t married.

      When Maria had told her she was going to get married, Celia had cried and promised to make it. They had always been close to one another and Maria loved her sister with all her heart.

      “This is something,” Celia said. “I am hungry.”

      “It’s a rehearsal dinner, the eating comes later,” Jaime joked.

      “Have you talked to mom and dad?” Celia asked.

      Maria shook her head. “I’ll talk to them tomorrow. I wish they could have come.”

      “Dad broke his leg so you know they couldn’t have. It was unfortunate really.”

      “I am really glad you took time off of work for this,” Maria said to Celia.

      Celia smiled. She owned her own clothing store and was almost always busy. Maria had to beg her to come to the wedding but it was worth it. This wedding was going to be perfect.

      Now if only her soon to be husband didn’t abandon her, everything would be all right.

      Suddenly a silence settled into the hall and Maria stood up. It took her a second to hear the clinking of the glass.

      “Everyone,” Matt’s voice echoed. “I have to say something.”

      Small murmurs broke out. Everyone waited to in anticipation to hear what he was about to say.

      “I know there’s a lot of people here and I am grateful for that but today, I felt as if I was ignoring my bride. Maria could you come here?”

      As Maria watched a path opened up for her through the crowd and at the center of the hall, Matt was waiting for her, holding a microphone. She stood up amid all the gazes and took slow steps towards him, trying not to panic. Maria didn’t like being the center of attention so this was nerve-wracking for her.

      Finally she reached Matt and he wrapped his hand around her waist, pulling her closer.

      “Don’t be shy Maria, these are all our friends!”

      All your friends, Maria thought in her mind and was surprised by the thought. She wasn’t usually uncharitable but she realized that she resented that so many of the guests were strangers for her. She didn’t want her wedding to be filled with strangers but it was for Matt so she would smile and keep her mouth shut about it.

      “Tomorrow we are both going to be bound together as husband and wife, I can hardly wait for it. Maria, my darling, I love you and I’ll love you for the rest of my life.”

      Maria forgot her initial resentment and tears sprang to her eyes. Here was Matt proclaiming his love for her and she was acting like a child. That wouldn’t do. She hugged him back and rested her head on his shoulder, reveling in the claps that followed. This was everything she could have hoped for and more. She would enjoy this day and remember it after they got married as the day before the best day of her life.
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* * *

      Maria felt like a fool.

      She was stupid for having had such unrealistic hopes from the wedding. It served her right to have everything collapse around her. She deserved it.

      “Maria,” Jaime’s’s voice was careful and slightly scared.

      Maria didn’t say anything, she was still lost in the memories of what she had seen.

      “You haven’t talked in an hour, Maria you have to speak. What did you see?”

      Maria looked at Jaime with dead eyes. Everyone had left and Jaime had stayed behind. She was still in her bridesmaid dress, a red dress with ruffles at the bottom.

      “I saw…” Maria couldn’t go on and Jaime could see that.

      She reached for Maria, pulling her up gently and wrapped her hand around her shoulders.

      “Let’s get you home,” Jaime said soothingly.

      “No!” Maria said vehemently. “Anywhere but that place.”

      “We’ll go to my place then.”

      Jaime led her out of the dressing room and Maria saw that the hallway was empty.

      “Where is everyone?”

      “I sent them away,” Jaime said shortly.

      Maria had never been gladder to have her as a friend. Jaime took her outside, to her car where she hooked the seat belt for Maria. Maria stared out, through the window, trying to stop the flow of images that had burned into her brain.

      She had never thought Celia would betray her like this.

      It’s bad luck to see the groom before the wedding.

      Maria had a physical reaction when those words went through her mind. Now they had a different meaning, Celia had uttered those words with a purpose. She wanted to get her out of the way.

      Her own sister had been having an affair with her fiancé. Maria couldn’t believe it. She tried to prove herself wrong but she had seen it with her own eyes.

      “I can’t go through with it,”

      “Matt, we can’t…you are supposed to love Maria.”

      “Celia, you are the one I love.”

      They were kissing in her mind and Maria wanted to die.  She had been so blind. All those trips that Matt took, on the pretense of work, the missed calls…everything. She should have understood that there was something wrong but she as blind. She could only see him and the glamorous life that he offered her. She could only understand that she loved him and that was enough for her.

      She didn’t see what lurked beneath the covers.

      “He was cheating on me…with Celia,” she whispered.

      Jaime jolted, her hands tightening on the steering wheel.

      “Impossible, you have to be kidding.”

      “I saw them together. You know I went to see him, to ask about the seating arrangements and I heard them talking.”

      “Talking about what?”

      “They were talking about running away together, he was going to jilt me at the altar.” She choked on her words, trying to comprehend it.

      Her fiancé and her sister. It was surreal thinking about it.

      “I can’t believe it. I know I didn’t like him but to think he would do something so heinous, I can’t wrap my head around it,”

      Maria nodded absently, she wanted to say something but it felt like she was trapped inside her mind, like a spectator watching a show without trying to do anything to change the outcome of a situation. Jaime drove on and Maria was barely aware of when they reached Jaime’s apartment. She didn’t notice the stares she got or hear the whispers.

      It was only inside of Jaime’s apartment that Maria was able to breath. She caught sight of herself, reflected from Jaime’s glass cabinets and her chest tightened. She was still inside the dress that she had bought, had spent so much money on.

      “Maria…”

      Maria didn’t respond, she walked straight into Jaime’s bedroom and stood in front of Jaime’s tall mirror. She saw her dark hair hair, done up in a French twist, her eyes done up with blue eye shadow which made her eyes pop. Her face was deadly pale, more pale than usual and she felt sick. Slowly, she slipped off the dress and bunched it up, throwing it to the wall with force that she didn’t know she had. Her legs gave away and she fell into a kneeling position in front of the mirror.

      It was only then Maria began to cry in earnest.

      

      
        Chapter Two

      

      “Did you eat anything last night?”

      Maria stopped in the middle of stirring her bowl of cereal, something she had been doing for five minutes and looked at Jaime’s concerned face.

      Jaime was dressed for work and she had an empty cup of coffee in front of her. Maria looked at her with lifeless eyes and shook her head.

      “I was feeling sick,” Maria muttered.

      “That’s the third time this week. Don’t you think you should get that checked out?”

      “I am fine,” Maria said quietly. “I am just tired.”

      “Maria, you should do something. I know you have time off work but…”

      Maria didn’t want to think about her vacation. It had been three weeks since the wedding, she had originally taken this vacation for her honeymoon, an event that was supposed to last for six weeks but that hadn’t happened. The tickets were with Matt and she suspected that he had gone with Celia. The thought was like a knife piercing her heart.

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Alright but please, Maria, go to the doctor. You look terrible. I am leaving.”

      Maria didn’t move until Jaime left the apartment, then she picked up her cereal bowl and poured the contents down the drain. Her stomach was queasy and Maria kept her eyes on the milk that swirled around the drain before disappearing.

      She ran the tap water to get rid of the remnants and drifted towards the sofa, where she curled up on the couch. Sometimes Jaime came back home to see her on the couch, not having moved from the position. Maria was aware that she was making things harder for Jaime but she couldn’t help it. The sadness that surrounded her was a like a wall around her heart, refusing to let anyone in, even her best friend which was terrible of her. Maria didn’t want to be like this but she was trapped.

      Today, however, Jaime’s words stuck to her. She was right, Maria hadn’t been feeling well. She had thrown up most of what she had eaten in the last few days and it made Maria wonder if her sadness was turning into physical symptoms. Maria doubted it.

      She drummed her belly with her fingers and sighed deeply. The days that passed after the wedding, she had thought, hoped, that Matt would realize that he was making a mistake by not being with her. That, somehow, he would call her and tell her that she was the one for him.

      Stupid dreams that wouldn’t go away.

      Maria felt pathetic.

      Maria turned on the TV, hoping something would distract her. None of the channels caught her attention and she kept on flipping the channels. She gave up after and left it on the news channel. However when it was time for the commercial break, she saw that they were advertising the drama that Matt was producing. She almost threw the remote but settled on turning the TV off, her heart pounding wildly, spreading the hurt through her body. Maria wished she could forget it like it was a dream, she didn’t want to think about but it wouldn’t leave her mind.

      Why was it so hard to forget?

      From Jaime’s spare bedroom, she heard her cell ring but made no attempt to go answer it. She knew who it was, it was her parents. They had been calling constantly after the wedding. Maria knew Celia had told them about the wedding but she was sure that Celia hadn’t told them about her hand in it. How would her parents react if they knew what Celia had done? They would be speechless but she had no wish to be the one to tell them that.

      She wanted to drown in her own unhappiness.

      She thought about the wedding gifts, they were waiting for her, unpicked from the shop that they had registered on. During the time, they had chosen such expensive gifts, giddy with happiness. Maria never wanted to see those gifts ever again.

      As she thought that, she suddenly felt queasy and ran to the bathroom, dry heaving over the sink. Her head began to spin and she took long, deep breaths. Maybe Jaime was right, a trip to the doctor might be what’s best for her. There were few times in Maria’s life that she had to resort to visiting a doctor. There was one time when she had broken her leg and had gone to get that set but that had been when she was twelve years old, more than fourteen years ago.

      Maria didn’t know any doctors in the city and she didn’t want to dig around the phone book for someone random. It was best to wait for Jaime.

      In a way, Maria was relieved about her sickness. It gave her something to focus on, instead of blanking out for ages. She had done enough of that in the weeks that had followed the wedding and she had hated it. She hated feeling helpless and this sickness would get her out of it, Maria was sure of it.

      Suddenly, anger seemed to grasp her. She was filled with rage, at Matt and Celia. They had gone onto their life together and left her as the fool. She wouldn’t let them win. After she got better, she was going to go back to work and move on with her life. It wouldn’t be any of their business and maybe someday, she would find someone better than Matt but for now, she would concentrate on herself.

      Maria could hardly wait for Jaime to get home, Jaime would come a couple of hours later but it was something to look forward to and she felt the first sign of hope blossoming in her chest.
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* * *

      The waiting room was soothing in a way.

      There were a lot of people around her but she loved the noise they provided. There were different types of people here, some with casts, some with face masks and others who looked like they had come for a normal checkout. Maria breathed in the smell of antiseptic and relaxed in her seat. Jaime had offered to come with her but she had work to get to.

      Maria didn’t insist, she was better off alone.

      It took her a few seconds to understand that the nurse was calling her but Maria got up and walked over to her.

      “Miss Adams? Please go to room 204,” The nurse said briskly.

      Maria nodded and picked up her file. She headed for the room and sat down on the bed inside. It was a standard examining room, Maria had thought that Jaime would make the appointment in a doctor’s office so she was surprised to see the examining room around her. Had something gone wrong? Maybe they had sent her to the wrong room?

      Maria shook off the feeling and remained seated. She was getting worked up for nothing. Since she was alone, she reevaluated her situation. Her stomach was queasy and tiredness settled into her bones. She yawned involuntarily, her sleep cycle had become messed up. She had never had issues with sleep before. This was a first for her.

      She was only beginning to relax when the door opened and the doctor walked in. she looked at him and found it hard to speak for a few seconds.

      He didn’t look like a doctor. He had the youthful air about him which didn’t suit the profession. His eyes caught her attention first, they were liquid brown and warm. His face was handsome and tanned, as if he had just returned from vacation. He was taller than her and the only indication that he was the doctor was the white coat that he wore and the stethoscope around his neck. She spotted his name tag on his coat pocket but didn’t see his name.

      “Please remain seated.” He told her. He had a deep voice.

      Maria didn’t move from her position and he brought his stethoscope to his ears, picking up the end and placing it on her chest. He listened to her heartbeat for a few seconds, an action which puzzled her. Did they usually check the heartbeat first for a routine checkup?

      She had no idea but she decided to go with the flow. He brought up a sphygmomanometer and wrapped it around her upper right arm. As he got close, Maria found that her heart skipped a beat. She didn’t know why that had happened but she pretended not to be affected. It was nothing, the doctor was very handsome and she was a woman after all. No doubt, she would be affected by the presence of him.

      She didn’t want to dwell too much on it, thoughts of Matt had begun to infiltrate her mind and she wished that this would end soon so that she could go home.

      “When did you notice the boils appear?” the doctor’s question brought her out of her reverie.

      “Boils?”

      “The boils on your thighs. Isn’t that your affliction?” the doctor said.

      “What? I don’t have…” Maria began to say but he wasn’t listening.

      “The nurse should have told you to change, I’ll go get a gown for you.” He said and left.

      Maria was trying to gather her thoughts when he came back with the gown. He held it out for her.

      “Please change, I’ll wait outside,”

      “I think you are mistaken about something!” Maria blurted. “I don’t have any boils.”

      “Did you lie? Is this a drug thing?” his eyes had turned cold.

      Maria flushed with anger. What was wrong with this man? Why wasn’t he listening to her?

      “No it’s not! I came for a routine checkup!” she almost shouted.

      “Routine checkup?” The doctor looked genuinely confused.

      Maria couldn’t take it anymore. The anger that was swirling inside of her had reached frightening proportions and she didn’t care anymore. She threw the gown at the doctor and ran outside, to the nurse’s station.

      “I think you assigned me to the wrong room,” Maria said breathless.

      The nurse looked surprised at her disheveled appearance.

      “Your name is Mrs. Ramon right?”

      “No, it’s Maria Adams.”

      “Oh my! I am sorry, I must have gotten confused!” the nurse said.

      She apologized profusely as she handed Maria the correct file but Maria was still suffering through the remnants of her anger so she couldn’t respond to it. She went to the correct room where there was an older doctor waiting for her. By then, her anger had dissipated and she was feeling more charitable towards the young doctor she had shouted her. Maybe it had been a mistake on his part as well.

      The doctor asked her standard questions which Maria answered and she saw something light up in the doctor’s eyes. The doctor didn’t voice his thoughts and asked her to get a blood test done. Maria took the slip of paper and left the room. She almost expected to see that doctor outside but he wasn’t there. She got all the tests done and went home, all the while thinking of the young doctor.

      When she reached home, Jaime was waiting for her and she saw that Maria was smiling for the first time after the wedding. As Jaime continued to watch, she burst out laughing.

      “What happened?” Jaime asked awed.

      “Nothing,” Maria grinned.

      It hadn’t been so bad after all.
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* * *

      “It was as I suspected,” the doctor put down his glasses and looked at Maria.

      Maria waited for him to continue. It was three days after her checkup and her blood tests had been processed. She had come to hear the consensus from the doctor and she wasn’t liking the look in his eyes.

      “Miss Adams, you are pregnant.”

      “I am sorry?” Maria did a double take.

      “It’s been almost nine weeks by the looks of it. Haven’t you noticed any symptoms?”

      Maria was going to say she hadn’t when she thought back to all the weeks. She should have seen it earlier, she had been so busy with wedding preparations that she had forgotten all about her monthly cycle. Everything fit now but the thing that horrified her the most was that she was pregnant by the man who had broken off their wedding.

      “I can see from the look on your face that this isn’t great news,” the doctor said sympathetically. “Is there anything you would like me to do?”

      He was talking about an abortion, Maria was sure of it but she was also sure that she wasn’t the type of person to consent to killing a baby. Regardless of the circumstance, this was her baby as much as Matt’s. She was going to keep it and raise it with all the love that Matt had forgotten to give her. She wouldn’t shirk her responsibilities.

      Even then, she couldn’t help but think of the uncertainty of her future. Exactly what else did the future hold for her?

      

      
        Chapter Three

      

      “You are going to be alright?” Jaime asked worriedly.

      Maria nodded and wiped her forehead. She looked around the apartment with a sense of satisfaction. It wasn’t as great as her old apartment but it was decent, it had two bedrooms and one fully furnished kitchen. All the things she had bought were littered around the ground, still in their boxes. She and Jaime had been clearing everything out from the boxes from the last hour and she was tired.

      Maria sat down on the ground and leaned against the counter. Jaime sat down beside her and held her hand.

      “How’s the kid doing?”

      Maria rubbed her bump.

      “I think the baby’s doing good.”

      It had been more than 12 weeks. Maria had to take some time so that she could get everything in order before she left Jaime’s apartment. She had gone back to work but she hadn’t told them that she was pregnant yet. The bump was so small that it was easy to hide. Her morning sickness had lessened and she had started eating again, gaining back some much needed weight. Her cheeks glowed with health and she knew it was because of the baby.

      During the last few weeks, the sadness inside her had lessened and she felt that she was breaking through it. The dark clouds had moved away and a thin stream of sunlight had broken through. Life mattered and it was all because of the baby. Raising the baby was her priority.

      “What about you? You still…?” Jaime left her words trailing and Maria took a while before she answered.

      “I am fine. I don’t worry about him anymore.” Maria said carefully.

      “I am glad to hear that,” Jaime said relieved.

      “I don’t want to work anymore.” Maria laughed.

      “Neither do I.”

      “I think I’ll survive for a few days. You could go back home.”

      Jaime had been staying over with her for the last week as she moved into the apartment. Maria knew that Jaime was still worried about her, which was natural but Maria also knew that she had to learn how to take care of herself and she couldn’t do that with Jaime molly coddling her. It was time to accept her new life as a single mother.

      “Are you hungry?” Jaime asked.

      It was lunch time by then but Maria shook her head. She didn’t feel like eating anything at the moment.

      “I’ll eat something later,” Maria said.

      “You have your appointment tomorrow right?” Jaime asked.

      Maria nodded. It was the time to get her annual 12 week checkup done. Since she had learned she was pregnant, she had gone for ultra-sonograms every two weeks. The doctor had told her that she didn’t need to do that but she wanted to be sure that her baby was going to be alright. She didn’t want to be unprepared for anything.

      “Are you going to learn the sex of the child?”

      Maria shook her head. She was adamant that it remain a surprise but secretly she was scared that if it was a boy, she would resent him. A fear she harbored was that he would look exactly like Matt and she would take out her anger on the child and she didn’t want to do that. It was the last thing she would do.

      There was something else bothering her. The dilemma had plagued her for a few days and she wondered if she should tell Matt about the baby. It was his as much as it was hers but she couldn’t make herself do it. How could she? What if he wanted to take care of the baby? What if he wanted to take her baby away? How could she let that happen? Her baby in the hands of her sister and her ex fiancé, no she wouldn’t bear it.

      She shook away the thoughts and she stood up.

      “I’ll cook today.”

      She went into the kitchen and started to take out the things she would need to make something simple. Jaime followed her but sat down on the counter, watching her work. Maria began to feel self-conscious after a while so she turned and said,

      “You are kind of creeping me out,”

      “I am sorry but I was thinking about something,” Jaime said evasively.

      “Is something wrong?”

      Jaime shook her head and then opened her mouth. She struggled with herself for a few minutes before saying,

      “Have you told your parents?”

      Maria’s face darkened. She hadn’t renewed contact with her parents and she didn’t want to do so. Her parents would bring about another set of problems that she didn’t want to deal with. She knew at some point she would have to contact them but until then, she was content to not do anything. Clearly Jaime didn’t feel the same way.

      “I think you have kept them in the dark long enough,” Jaime said.

      “I don’t know how I would start that conversation.”

      “Tell them the truth.”

      “Yes, I should tell them that my sister ran off with my fiancé. That would be great,” Maria said sourly.

      “I am sorry Maria but this is their grandkid, don’t you think they deserve to know?”

      “I’ll tell them. At some point. Don’t worry about it.”

      Jaime didn’t say anything after that and Maria was glad of it. She had enough problems on her plate already. She didn’t need anything extra.
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* * *

      The waiting room was almost empty today.

      Maria had a cup of juice beside her and a few of her files from office. She had come directly after work so she had her bag with her. For some reason, it was taking a long time for the doctor to call her in. It was about seven then and she knew that it was late but it wouldn’t take this long just to see the doctor. She was getting impatient.

      She drained the last of her juice and crushed the cup. Her body ached and she wished she could go home but she had to get the checkup done. For the third time, she went up to the nurse’s station but there was no one there. She was almost fuming when she went back to her seat. This was enough, maybe it was time to go home.

      She picked up her things and went towards the exit when she heard a familiar voice.

      “You! Wait!”

      Maria turned around and saw the last persons he expected to see. The doctor that she had seen on that day, three weeks ago. He looked disheveled, seeming more human and he was running towards her. He stopped in front of her and she stared at him, suddenly feeling self-conscious. She was in her work clothes, a black suit pant and white shirt. The shirt was loose so her bump wasn’t noticeable and for some reason, she found herself hiding the bump from him.

      “Can I help you?” Maria asked bewildered.

      “I met you that day!” he stated.

      Maria was taken aback, she hadn’t thought he would remember that day. She had put it out of her mind and when she found herself thinking of it, she always smiled. It had been kind of funny but she had never thought that she would see him again. Though he was in front of her right now and she didn’t know what to say.

      “I guess,” Maria finally managed to say.

      “I never got the chance to say this, I am really sorry about that day!”

      “It’s fine,” Maria said.

      He seemed very overactive to her. Maria didn’t know how to handle it.

      “It really was my fault, I should have asked your name instead of asking you to…” his cheeks reddened slightly and she found herself thinking about how endearing it was. She shook away the thoughts and waited for him to go on.

      “Are you having another check-up?” he asked her.

      “I am actually going home.” Maria said quickly.

      “Please let me buy you something as an apology.”

      “You don’t need to…” she said helplessly.

      “I insist.” His eyes bore into hers and she found herself unable to say no.

      She didn’t say anything and quietly followed him to the cafeteria. He didn’t say anything until they were in the elevator.

      “I didn’t introduce myself did I?” he said. “My name is Ryan, Ryan Stressor.”

      “I am Maria Adams.”

      “It’s nice to meet you,” he said pleasantly.

      Maria decided that she liked his smile. It was soothing and it made her want to smile. They exited the elevator and headed for a table. The cafeteria was empty and she found the silence disconcerting. He waited until she had sat down before heading for the counter. He came back a few minutes later with a tray full of food.

      “You shouldn’t have,” she said.

      “It’s the least I could do.”

      Maria looked at the items on the tray, she was feeling hungry all of a sudden and so she picked up the pizza and took a bite. It didn’t repel her and she took a larger bite. Ryan smiled as he watched her eat and helped himself to a piece of the pizza himself. There was silence between them but Maria didn’t think it was awkward.

      “Did you get your check up done that day?” Ryan asked.

      Maria swallowed.

      “I did, it was nothing, just a normal checkup,” she lied.

      Ryan nodded, not suspecting a thing. She wasn’t feeling very happy about lying to him but she wasn’t going to tell a stranger that she was pregnant. That would be weird.

      “I didn’t mean to be so rough on you. I had a busy day and I should have checked the file and the picture in it better.”

      “You have to stop apologizing, it’s strange.”

      “I can’t help it, I have always been like that.”

      “What’s your specialty?” she asked curious.

      “I am in the orthopedics division,” he said. “Bone division,” he added when he saw the blank look on her face.

      “Ah, is that exciting?”

      “It’s something. Exciting isn’t the word I would use to describe it.” Ryan said laughing. “Did you come from work?”

      Maria nodded and she talked about her work. He seemed interested and after a few seconds, she was completely at ease with him. He was nice and handsome and something about him made her feel different. She couldn’t quite put her finger to it but she liked it. She didn’t realize how quickly time had passed until she saw that the tray was empty and that it was close to nine.

      “It’s getting late,” Maria said.

      “Oh, I didn’t notice. Sorry, I was getting off work too when I saw you,” Ryan explained.

      “Well, I should go home. I am a bit tired,” Maria said.

      “I’ll see you out.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “It’s the least I could do. I feel lighter now, after having apologized to you. I kept thinking about it for a few days.”

      “Me too but I found it funny afterwards,” she said giggling.

      “At least I made you smile.”

      They joked until they arrived at the hospital entrance. Maria was suddenly reluctant to go but she knew that she had to. She had work the next day and while it was nice taking some time off to talk to someone else, reality was waiting for her. It was unlikely that she would ever see him again and the baby was waiting for her.

      “I’ll see you around,” Ryan said as goodbye.

      She nodded and waved as she began to head for the bus station. She doubted it but somehow she wished that she would meet him again. Ryan was someone different.

      

      
        Chapter Four

      

      Five months later…

      Maria walked slowly, careful to balance the files that she held on her hands. It was hard navigating her way through the office with the files on her hand but she was getting through it. The thing that made it tough was the heaviness weighing her down, especially around her midriff. She stumbled and a file slipped from the pile.

      She cursed and was about to bent down when a co-worker picked it up for her and then took all the files.

      “I’ll deliver them, you go to your office,” he said smiling.

      Maria looked at him gratefully and she waddled back to her office, collapsing on her chair. Her feet hurt and her hips ached from the weight of the baby. She was just past six months but her stomach had swelled up quickly. She couldn’t figure out how the time had gone by.

      She rested her head against the headrest and almost fell asleep. It was a good thing no one judged her around the office. She had been scared of that, when she had first come back to the office but they hadn’t batted an eye. They had gone out of their way to help her and even offered her three months maternity leave. Of course, there were whispers sometimes but she found it easy to ignore them when she had so many supporters with her.

      Her biggest supporter was still Jaime, who went out of her way to help her out. Just the day before, Jaime had bought a crib for her child which had warmed Maria’s heart. She couldn’t believe that she had such a good best friend.

      Still, Jaime couldn’t completely assuage the sadness in Maria’s heart. Sometimes at night, Maria would lie down and think about Matt. The pain was still the same as ever but she fancied that it had lessened somehow. The baby was helping her stay afloat.

      She felt a sudden pressure around and her stomach and rubbed it gently. It happened sometimes and she wasn’t worried. The baby was probably moving around so it wasn’t that big of a deal. She looked at the clock on her table and saw that it was six, it was time for her to go home.

      She packed up her things, said goodbye to her colleagues and went on her way. It was a long walk from her office to the bus station and Maria had to bear through it. She had save money for her child and she was ready to bear any consequences that came with it. Today, she was especially tired, her feet were dragging but she somehow managed to make it to the station and to her apartment.

      The apartment had come together during the months, it now had a furnished living room and kitchen. Her bedroom was complete but the other bedroom was bare. Maria was planning on letting her baby be in the crib in her bedroom. She set down her bag on the couch and sat down for a moment, relieving the tension from her body. She had a hard day and she was looking forward to sleeping but she had to eat first.

      From the time that she learned she was pregnant, Maria had taken the effort to eat properly. Before, she had been the type of person to snatch something on the go and leave but she was taking care of someone else now and she wasn’t going to let her bad habits affect her baby. She had taken to drinking a glass of milk every day and keep lean meat in her diet.

      Tonight, she had a salad prepared for herself and she ate it slowly, her tired limbs taking a while to work. Maria didn’t know why she was so tired but she figured a good night’s sleep would help her. After she was done, she went to bed. She lay down and her eyes closed, tomorrow was going to be a good day.
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* * *

      Matt was with Celia and they were enjoying themselves. They were in Naples where the two of them were supposed to go and they had the widest smile on their face.

      “I am so much better than Maria,” Celia said.

      “Of course you are.”

      She didn’t want to see this and Maria broke out of her dream, breathing rapidly. It had been the worst possible thing to see and in her state too. She didn’t want Matt back but the pain of him leaving her still lingered in her. She wished that it would go away so that she didn’t have to suffer anymore but it wouldn’t leave her. She hated that.

      Maria wiped the sweat from her forehead and was going to go back to sleep when she felt the sheets stick to her legs. She hadn’t sweated too much and there was pain in her back that suddenly flared up. For a second, Maria was scared that her water had broken, she wasn’t ready! But when she drew back the sheets, she was horrified.

      Bright red stains had spread on her bed sheet and the sight of them made her dry heave. She was suddenly faint. She was bleeding. She had to do something. Her baby was in trouble!

      Maria reached for her cell and her fingers moved rapidly, calling emergency.

      “Hello? Yes please send an ambulance! My baby is dying!”
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* * *

      The ambulance arrived in ten minutes by which time Maria had stopped bleeding but her legs were shaking. She somehow managed to open the door before collapsing in the arms of the paramedic who helped her into a stretched. Pain had spread around her midriff by then and Maria was praying that her baby would be alright.

      She didn’t realize when they had reached the hospital, only that there were suddenly bright lights and she was being wheeled to the emergency room. She didn’t see anything, she only heard random voices around her.

      “She is losing consciousness!”

      “We have to hurry!”

      Maria didn’t hear anything else after that. Her world collapsed into darkness.

      It was cold.

      Maria couldn’t stop thinking about how cold it was. She wished that it would become warmer or that someone would give her a blanket but when she tried to find a blanket, there was none near her. It was then she realized that she could move and so she opened her eyes.
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* * *

      The hospital ceiling was bland and colorless. Her first sight was towards her stomach and she saw to her relief that her bump was still there. Her baby was okay. That’s when she focused on her surroundings. It was silent, except for the beeping of the monitors but she was suddenly aware that there was someone beside her. She turned her head and saw, to her shock that it was Ryan and he was seated by her bedside, his hair in disarray with a wry look on his face.

      “Hi,” he said quietly.

      “Hello.”

      Her voice was hoarse and her lips parched. “Could you…?”

      As if he knew that she was asking for water, he poured her a glass and handed it to her. She tried to take it but her fingers wouldn’t obey her so he held the glass up to her lips, raising her head slightly. She gulped rapidly and he put her back down.

      “Thank you,” she said, her voice clearer.

      “You were in a bad state apparently,” Ryan said.

      “Why are you here?” she asked.

      “I was making rounds when I saw you in the emergency room. They had you there for a few hours before wheeling you into a private room.”

      She suspected that he had a hand in that but she didn’t bring it to light.

      “It doesn’t explain what you are doing here.”

      “I was surprised to see you here and…” he looked at her belly.

      Maria had forgotten that he didn’t know that she was pregnant. She rubbed her belly and saw that there was a flash of disappointment in his eyes.

      “I am guessing it’s almost due,” Ryan said.

      Maria nodded.

      “I talked to the doctor who examined you, he said that it probably happened due to stress and that you should be careful. He said it’s a miracle the child is alive, you bled a lot.”

      “My baby is strong,” Maria said softly.

      “Where’s the baby’s dad?” Ryan asked casually.

      Maria hesitated. She didn’t know what to tell him.  Should she tell him the truth or lie? What would be the right thing to do? She made her decision in a second.

      “The baby doesn’t have a dad.”

      “I don’t understand. Is he….?”

      “No, He isn’t dead. He left me. He was cheating on me with my sister,” she hadn’t meant to say that last line but it had come out. She didn’t know why she had but she felt lighter when she said it.

      Ryan’s mouth dropped open but he closed his mouth int a thin line.

      “I am sorry.”

      “It doesn’t matter, it happened a long time ago.”

      “So you are alone?”

      “I do my best and this happened.”

      “It’s not your fault.” Ryan reached for her hand.

      Maria slightly moved her hand and he stopped before drawing back. For a few seconds, he said nothing. Maria didn’t feel any awkwardness and she appreciated the silence. But unfortunately it didn’t last long. The door opened and two people walked in.

      Maria stared at them in shock and blurted, “What are you doing here?”

      “Is that any way to talk to your parents?”

      Her mother, Edith, glared at her. She had the same hair as Maria and looked as pretty as her in a mature way. Her father, Harold, was bald and had a potbelly but he was glaring at her as well. Maria didn’t know how they knew she was here but she knew that she didn’t have any way to escape. That was when she looked past them and saw Jaime. She was sheepish as she looked at Maria.

      “They needed to know,” Jaime defended herself.

      Maria couldn’t even glare at her and say that she was wrong. She had been avoiding them for so long and this was the time. Her parents had the same reaction when they saw her stomach and they both gasped at the same time.

      “Maria, why didn’t you tell us? What happened? We only knew that you broke up with Matt but why? We asked Celia but she didn’t tell us anything.”

      Maria gulped and she didn’t say anything at first. Ryan looked around awkwardly and stood up.

      “I should go,” Ryan said.

      “You can stay. I think they need to hear what I have to say.”

      Maria looked at her parents and her heart began to beat, speeding up and she couldn’t find the words to speak. She knew that she had to say but she couldn’t say it. But then she remembered her baby and she took courage from the baby.

      “Mom Dad, this is what happened….”

      

      
        Chapter Five

      

      It took her a week to leave the hospital.

      Ryan was there to help her. He was helping her into his car. Maria had declined the offer but he had insisted and she couldn’t refuse him any further. He helped her into the car and after he got in, he strapped the seat belt for her.

      “You didn’t have to do that," Maria protested.

      “It was my pleasure.” He looked at her with his liquid eyes.

      Maria couldn’t say anything. She was too flushed and nervous, she didn’t know what to say. Ryan had been a big help for her, he had done everything for her and visited her every single day. He was nice and polite, always remaining in his boundaries but he never did anything to indicate any romantic interest.

      Maria didn’t know how to feel about him but he made her feel calm and protected. For the first time in a while, she didn’t think about Matt.  She was completely content being alone and she owed it all to Ryan. But it didn’t mean she didn’t think about Matt anymore, there were sometimes that he entered her mind but it wasn’t as hurtful as before.

      She told him her address and he drove her there, chatting about random things.

      “Have you talked to your office?”

      “I did, they told me to start my maternity leave from now onwards,” Maria said.

      “You should, you have to take care of yourself. You know what the doctor said,” Ryan berated.

      “I know but there are only three weeks left until my due date.”

      “I hope Jaime will take care of you,”

      Maria looked at him, wondering if that meant that he wasn’t going to be around anymore but as if he detected her gaze, he turned and met her eyes.

      “I am usually busy at the hospital.”

      “Thank you for your help Ryan.”

      “You don’t need to thank me. I am not doing it unselfishly.”

      The words made her catch her breath but she didn’t say anything about it. She didn’t want to acknowledge it. She was scared that acknowledging it would mean that she owed him something and she didn’t want it to.

      “Forget I mentioned it,” he said finally.

      Maria didn’t say anything after that but she was worried about it for the rest of the ride. Did he expect something from her, was she supposed to do something? Say something? She didn’t know and she was too scared to actually pursue it.

      Ryan showed no indication of saying anything but even she felt that he wanted to say something. It didn’t matter, she would get through it somehow. So far, she was sure he was only with her because he felt pity for her but the thought gave her pain and that made her thoughts even more complicated than before.

      What exactly did she feel for Ryan?

      She knew it was too early to think of that, they had known each other properly for only one week but she still remembered how her heart skipped a beat when she saw him. She recalled all of the things he had done for her in the last few days. How he had helped her, bringing food for her, making sure she ate and making her laugh by telling her jokes about the patient. Something she hadn’t done in a while.

      When had she last laughed?

      Ryan had stopped the car and she opened her seatbelt.

      “I’ll see you soon,” he promised. “Don’t have the baby until then.”

      His words were like a father’s but in his eyes, she saw the hint of affection for her baby which surprised her. Was he the type of person to like children?

      Maria only nodded and left, waving at him as he drove off.

      She was thoughtful when she got into her life but she wasn’t prepared for what was waiting for her when she walked into her apartment. Her parents were seated on the couch and they looked concerned as she walked in. Jaime was with them and Maria couldn’t look at her. She hadn’t quite forgiven Jaime for what she had done but she didn’t blame her either. She hadn’t wanted to tell her parents but after she had, they hadn’t said anything. They had merely looked shocked when she said it.

      Maria knew they never thought that Celia would do such a thing which was what surprised her the most. Her sister, Celia, the one who had taken such good care of her when she was a kid had betrayed her in the worst way possible. She didn’t think that she could say anything about it. It was something unimaginable and it was the same for her parents as well.

      Maria knew they had talked to Celia but they hadn’t told her what Celia had said and she could see from the look in their eyes that today was the day that they were going to say something and she prepared herself for it.

      “What is it?”

      “Maria, how do you feel?” her mother asked carefully.

      “Well enough to hear what you want to say,” Maria almost snapped.

      Her mother twitched but didn’t say anything about her retort. Maria regretted it immediately, she had wild mood swings sometimes but it wasn’t something she should inflict on her mother. Her mother had moved past it so she couldn’t even say sorry.

      “We talked to Celia,” her father said and looked at her mother. “You were right.”

      “I know,” Maria managed to say.

      Her heart was close to breaking and she was resisting the urge to cry. She knew this but she didn’t want to hear it. She didn’t want it to be confirmed but it had been and she didn’t know what to do about it. It hurt her deeply and not even the thought of her baby or Ryan could fix it.

      “What did she say?”

      “She is with Matt right now,” her mother said after a long pause. “They are together in San Francisco.”

      Maria almost collapsed but it was a good thing she was sitting on a sofa. She didn’t want to worry them but even she felt the impact of the words. They were together, living together probably like he had done with her. How could they do that?
      Maria had asked herself that question a dozen times but today was first time that she was retreating back to her closing point.

      That was when her cell beeped.

      Maria picked it up and it said,

      I’ll be coming tomorrow, we’ll catch some dinner?

      There was light at the end of the tunnel.

      “I am fine,” she said finally. “I hope they are happy together.”

      “Aren’t you going to tell them about the baby?” her mother asked.

      “No, they don’t need to know.” Maria said harshly.

      “Maria, they need to know, this isn’t a small secret that you can hide,” her father said.

      “They can know after the baby is born, until then I am not meeting them at all.” Maria said firmly.

      Her parents looked at each other helplessly but didn’t say anything at her obvious anger. They didn’t want to aggravate her further and so they got up.

      “We’ll be going back home but please tell us if anything happens. Maria it wasn’t your fault so I hope you don’t think it was.” Her mother said quietly.

      The two of them hugged her and Maria cried. They continued to hug for a while and then her parents kissed her, leaving.

      “They took it well,” Jaime commented.

      Maria had forgotten that she was there and now she glared at Jaime.

      “I still haven’t forgiven you,” Maria said.

      “I had no choice. Maria, as your emergency contact, you know how panicked I was when they called me and told me you were in the hospital? I thought you were going to lose the baby or something worse!” Jaime said.

      “I am sorry, Jaime, but I would have preferred to not tell them.”

      “I know but it’s better that you did. I can’t believe your sister is shameless enough to go on a relationship with Matt. That is so callous and selfish of her.”

      “As long as she is happy,” Maria said too casually.

      “You are not that good Maria. Don’t hide it. Tell me the truth.”

      “It’s better to let it go, I don’t want this to affect the baby,” Maria said.

      “Fine,” Jaime said. She got a sly look in her eyes, “What about that doctor?”

      “What doctor?” Maria said nonchalantly.

      “The handsome doctor.”

      “Ryan?”

      “Did he ask you out?”

      Maria shook her head and Jaime groaned.

      “He totally has the hots for you,” Jaime said.

      “Don’t say it like that,” Maria blushed.

      “He likes you! That’s the truth and I think you should go for it.”

      “I am pregnant, I don’t think he is that open minded.”

      “That’s a stupid excuse and you know it,” Jaime said bluntly.

      Maria stood up and headed for the kitchen. The baby kicked then and she wondered if the baby was agreeing with Jaime or her.

      “Maria you shouldn’t push away any opportunity that comes your way. If he likes you, go for it.”

      “Don’t be silly. As a matter of fact, I am seeing him tomorrow.” Maria said.

      “Dress nice.” Jaime said.

      Maria laughed and decided that she would have to disagree with everything Jaime had said. She had no intention to lead him on or do anything stupid. But somehow she felt the excitement grow inside of her, it had been a while she had been out for dinner.

      She couldn’t wait.
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* * *

      The date was something Maria hadn’t expected. She couldn’t deny it, it had been a date from him picking her up and paying for dinner.

      He was dressed casually and she had put on the only dress that fit her. Even then, she felt wide as she opened the door to let him in but he said that she looked pretty. He didn’t bring flowers but he did make sure to ask her to take her jacket, in case it got cold.

      Maria didn’t remember the last time someone had asked her to do that and it brought up her thought of Ryan. He was a good guy, he thought a lot about her health but she still wasn’t sure if it was because he actually loved her or if it was because he was just that way.

      He took her to a nearby restaurant where he helped her order and made sure she ate everything. He chatted about other things and it got a bit more personal.

      “How long have you been in the hospital?” she asked.

      “About five years. I am thirty one.”

      “Do you like your job?”

      He nodded. “I do and that’s a surprise.”

      “Why is that?”

      “I didn’t always want to be a doctor, I had a rough childhood. My parents were rich and they let me do whatever I wanted which was the worst thing they could have done. I wasn’t a good kid most of the time and I dealt in things that I hate to think about but it did happen and I can’t change it.”

      Maria noticed that he used parents in past tense and his next words confirmed it.

      “When they died, I didn’t know what to do. They had left everything but I realized how solitary my life was and I wanted to make sure that it meant something. I was nineteen then so I worked my butt off to make sure I got into med school. I didn’t stop from them and kept going onwards with everything. I wasn’t going to give up and I am glad I am in this position.”

      “That’s intense. I didn’t have the same story, you met my parents. I guess the only bad thing that ever happened to me was Matt and Celia.”

      “It completely blindsided you didn’t it?” he said sympathetically.

      “It did, I never expected Celia to do such a thing but I guess you don’t know people as you thought you did. They didn’t care about my feelings.”

      “Have you told them?”

      She shook her head.

      “It’s your business,” Ryan said and she appreciated it. He wasn’t telling her to do what everyone was telling her to do which was something she could respect.
      They moved onto other topics but she felt a connection with him, stronger than before. She imagined that nineteen year old, filled with passion, the passion that had led him to become a doctor and she admired it. This showed that he was someone who was stubborn but hardworking.

      Someone completely different from Matt.

      Matt had always been lax about his job, he had always criticized the actors and she understood how overbearing he was in comparison to Ryan. Ryan seemed like a better person and Maria was glad, that though they weren’t dating, that they had met each other. She would have regretted it if she hadn’t met him and she wondered what it would have been like if she had met him before she met Matt, would she have gone for him?

      She knew the thought was baseless. But it turned out to not be that when he drove her home.

      When he pulled up in front of her house, she started getting out the car when he reached for her hand.

      “Wait, I need to get something off my chest.”

      Maria waited and he took a deep breath.

      “Maria, I liked you from the moment I saw you. I know that’s a strange thing to say but you were in my head for a few days and since then, I couldn’t get you out. When I saw you again, I was too scared to ask your number and I regretted it. But by luck, I saw you for a third time and I don’t think it’s a coincidence. The week I spent with you showed me that you are caring and you have a heart of gold. I know that you have pain inside of you that you haven’t gotten rid of but Maria, I really do like you and I want to date you.”

      Maria was overwhelmed by his confession and the serious look in his eyes. He was completely serious and she didn’t know what to do. Her feelings didn’t tell her to say no but she didn’t know if she could say yes either. Would it be fair? Could she move on while having Matt’s baby?

      What about Matt? Would he hate her for it?

      What did it matter?

      At the look of confliction on her face, Ryan took her hand.

      “You don’t have to answer me now, take your time. I promise to accept you and your baby. I don’t care if he is someone else’s. The baby is another person so don’t shoot me down.” His eyes pleaded for the chance and she was melting.

      Maria couldn’t deny that she liked him too but she couldn’t say yes.

      “Okay,” she said softly.

      Ryan smiled and hugged her softly. Maria’s hands were around him and she closed her eyes. For now, she would enjoy this feeling.

      She wasn’t going to back down.

      

      
        Chapter Six

      

      She was in her bed when the pains came.

      She was sitting up working on a presentation for work. She had started working from home and she was doing her best. Ryan had told her not to work too hard but she didn’t listen to him which he always sighed over. He was always at her place and he left late at night, making sure that she had eaten. It was one of the things that she loved about him. He was a caregiver and he didn’t try to hide it. He made sure that she was alright at all times but he wasn’t pressuring her in any way. If she voiced her troubles, he listened to her.

      Yes, he did have the bad habit of being stubborn but it wasn’t that big of a deal.

      Maria was saving the file when a jolt went through her and she doubled over. She knew immediately what it was, her due date had passed three days before. Immediately she reached for her cell and called Ryan.

      He picked up on the third ring.

      “Hello?”

      “Ryan, My contractions started,” she said through gritted teeth.

      “I’ll be right there.”

      A few minutes later, she heard the door and somehow managed to open it. Ryan was completely professional as he came in and helped her leave. It had to be his doctor training but it was in the car that she saw his demeanor crack. She cried out in pain and he reached for her hand, holding it tight as she cried out.

      The drive was mercifully small and he almost carried her inside. The hospital staff was helpful, the nurses wheeling her to the maternity room. She didn’t let go of Ryan’s hand once and he went with her. He was by her bedside as she cried out during her contractions, soothing her and counting the seconds between the contractions. Through her pain, she was grateful that he was there. He helped a lot and she wanted to thank him but the pain was a pressing matter.

      Two hours after the pains began, her water broke. Ryan was confused when she told him that her water had broken.

      “That’s too early.” he frowned.

      Regardless he went over to get a nurse who wheeled her into the delivery room. This time Ryan tried to stay behind but she wouldn’t let him.

      “Ryan, I need you!” she shouted out, mid contractions and he was by her side immediately.

      The curtain was drawn and he was beside her as the contractions ripped through her. She screamed out many times and the whole process was a haze but finally she felt the being that had inhabited her body for nine months leave her and she fell back, exhausted.

      It was a second later when she was aware that there was no crying. The baby wasn’t crying. Before she could process it, Ryan had already taken the lifeless baby from the other doctor. It was his face that made it real, Ryan was crying as if it was his baby and the baby was lost forever.

      Maria sniffed and tears dropped down her cheeks.

      “No…please! Ryan don’t tell me!” she begged.

      “I am sorry Miss Adams but the baby…” the delivery doctor was speaking but she didn’t hear a word. She was looking at Ryan who looked devastated but her pain was much greater.
      She couldn’t lose the baby, it was everything she had.

      At that moment, it seemed as if her thoughts had transferred to him and Ryan looked down at the baby. He gently pried the baby’s mouth open and began to blow air inside.

      “Dr. Stressor, the baby is gone,” the delivery doctor was saying but Ryan didn’t listen.

      He continued but when there was no effect, he did something that made everyone gasp, he held the baby upside down. Maria was going to shout at him when something white oozed out of the baby’s mouth, forming a puddle on the ground.

      Like a miracle, a cry rang out and Maria couldn’t believe it until the baby was handed to her. Her baby was alive! Ryan had somehow brought her baby back.

      The baby boy cried vigorously at his mother, almost angrily but she knew it was because he was hungry. He couldn’t know that he had just been brought back from the dead. That was something only she and Ryan and all the people in the room knew.

      Ryan was beside her and he was stroking the baby’s head.

      “Thank you Ryan,” she whispered. “For everything,”

      “It was my pleasure,” he whispered back.

      “I want you to be here, with us. For everything that is to come,” she said.

      Ryan was taken aback but it had never been clearer in her mind. She wanted Ryan to be there, he was the person she wanted. He deserved to be there. He had earned it and she needed him. It had taken some time for her to understand but now she knew that she couldn’t live without him.

      Maria smiled at him once and then fell back, her eyes closing.
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* * *

      Two months later…

      The baby’s cries echoed throughout the apartment and the two people in the bed turned over.

      “It’s your turn.” Maria groaned.

      Ryan obediently got up and went to tend to the baby in the next room. Maria didn’t fall asleep, she turned over and stared at the wall, thinking of how perfect her life was. It was everything she had hoped for and more. They had taken slow steps in their relationship but it had reached the point where they were both comfortable with each other and didn’t need to be careful around each other. Maria trusted Ryan completely and they had all but moved in. Ryan stayed over sometimes and he helped take care of Steven. Ryan was infinitely fond of Steven and it warmed Maria’s heart to see that. He was the father figure that Steven needed.

      One thing that worried her about their relationship was that while she was committed to the relationship, some of her resentment still lingered and she was scared that she would be unable to let Ryan in. Ryan hadn’t said anything about it and he took care of her, she loved being with him but she didn’t know if she was in love with or not.

      It was terrifying.

      There was something else that was bothering her and it was the issue of telling Matt.

      After she had told her parents that she would tell Matt after the baby’s birth, they had let it go but they pestered her about it immediately afterwards. The gift they sent for Steven had a card reminding her to honor her promise but the thought put a sour taste in her mouth. There was no way she was going to tell Matt. Her baby was her own.

      Ryan didn’t take her side, he had urged her to tell Matt to as to avoid any conflicts in the future but that was the only thing they had a fight on. Ryan agreed to let it go and they hadn’t talked about it. Since then, she had allowed herself to fall into this idyllic lifestyle with him. She had gone back to work and they had made their schedule work. He took care of Steven when she was late in coming home and she usually went to visit him in the hospital. They made it work.

      Ryan came back to the room and got into bed. He wrapped his hands around her, pulling her close.

      “He was hungry, I put him to sleep,” he muttered in her ear and went off to sleep.

      It was one of the things about him that surprised her. His ability to fall asleep at any time. Maria smiled and fell asleep as well, hoping that every day could be like this for the rest of her life.
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* * *

      “How is my godson?” Jaime cooed.

      Maria had to laugh as she watched her best friend take care of her baby. Steven giggled as Jaime held him afloat and Jaime took the bottle from Maria to feed him. Ryan had gone to the hospital and it was one of her free days. Jaime had been a constant presence since Steven was born. She approved of Ryan and had even commented on how much Steven looked like Maria. Like her parents, she had urged her to talk to Matt but she hadn’t mentioned it recently.

      “You act like you don’t see him every day.” Maria said.

      “I didn’t see him yesterday.”

      Steven was eagerly drinking his milk which delighted Jaime. As she held Steven in her arms, she turned to Maria.

      “Motherhood suits you,” she said.

      “I guess it does. I have never been this happy before,” Maria admitted.

      “I don’t doubt it, you are positively glowing,” Jaime grinned. “I think Ryan is a good influence on you,”

      “He is,” Maria smiled.

      “I told you that he was good,” Jaime said, satisfied about her hunch. “I like him much better.”

      Maria could see Matt’s flaws as they were no longer together but she couldn’t forget that she had loved him once upon a time. She hadn’t compared Ryan to Matt but Jaime’s words made her think about it for a second. She didn’t want to delve too much into it so she pushed it away, taking Steven back from Jaime and helping him burp.

      “I could have done that.” Jaime pouted.

      She shrugged and rocked Steven, whose eyes began to close.

      “How’s work going?” Jaime asked.

      “It’s good. Everything is good.”

      “I don’t mean to hurt you but are you over Matt?”

      Maria took a long time before answering.

      “I don’t know, sometimes I feel like I am being unfair on Ryan but I also can't let him go. I don’t know what to feel really.”

      “I am sure you’ll solve it. It’s not easy,” Jaime said wisely.

      “Says the person who has never been in a relationship,” Maria teased.

      Jaime scowled playfully but Steven had fallen asleep so Maria took him to his cot and lay him down. She went back to Jaime where the two of them relaxed on the couch, chatting and catching up on old shows. It was something that reminded her of the days before when they used to spend ages together and she was nostalgic.

      It didn’t last long as the doorbell rang. Maria went to open the door but there was no one there. There was a stack of letters on the ground and she shook her head in exasperation. Her mail man had the habit of leaving the mail there if she was late in opening the door. She picked up the letters and was surprised to see that one of them was heavy. She didn’t have to turn it over to know what it was.

      Maria froze completely and as if she was in a trance, she opened it and stared at the invitation. Her hands began to shake, the card slipping from her fingers as the name of the bride and groom ran through her mind.

      “What’s wrong?” Jaime had come to see her and Maria couldn’t say anything.

      Jaime saw the card lying on the ground and picked it up, cursing when she saw the names.

      Maria was lost in her thoughts. The sentence repeated in her mind.

      Matt Denver and Celia Adams humbly welcome you to attend their wedding….

      

      
        Chapter Six

      

      “You can’t be serious.” Ryan said in disbelief.

      “I want to go.”

      “You want to go to the wedding of your ex-fiancé, who left you standing at the altar?”

      “It’s my sister’s wedding too,” Maria defended weakly.

      Ryan looked at her exasperated and sat down on the bed. Maria leaned against the wall, grateful that Steven was sleeping. She wouldn’t have wanted to wake him and let him hear the fight they were having. Maria knew she was crazy for wanting to go to the wedding but after the pain had passed, she understood that it was something she had to do. She couldn’t not go.

      There were questions in her mind, things that she wanted answered and they were the only ones with the answers. She knew that Ryan didn’t approve but she wanted him to be there so that she could have the moral support that she needed.

      “Maria, are you sure about this?” he asked helplessly.

      She nodded, knowing that she was asking a lot of him but she knew she had to do this, no matter what.
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* * *

      The wedding hall had to be in San Francisco.

      Maria had to take some time off work but she knew it was worth it. Her parents had asked her to leave Steven with them but she was adamant that Steven remain with her. She wanted Matt to see his baby. Now, standing in front of the wedding, she was nervous. She didn’t know what she had been thinking or if it had been the right thing to do. She didn’t want to ruin Celia’s wedding.

      It was strange that this thought had come to her because Celia hadn’t thought twice about ruining hers but Maria wasn’t truly angry at her sister. A few months ago she had been but Ryan had changed everything for her and she felt guilty for dragging him here with her.

      He had his arms around her and he was well dressed like her, in a black tux while she wore a blue dress. She had taken care of her appearance to make sure that she looked the same.

      Steven was dozing off peacefully in her arms and she envied him, he was oblivious to how the world was like and what kind of person his father was.

      “I wish your parents hadn’t sent that invitation,” Ryan said.

      Maria wished the same thing. She could have gone on without knowing that her sister was getting married to her ex-fiancé. She knew why her parents had done it, to spur her to tell them about Steven but she didn’t like the cheap trick they had pulled. Jaime had been appalled but she looked towards the greater good when it came to matters like this. She thought that it would all work out in the end, something Maria wasn’t too sure of.

      They had been standing in front of the hall for ten minutes and while Ryan was patient, Maria knew she should wait any longer. So she headed for the entrance and was ushered in when she showed the card. Her parents had opted out of the wedding, out of deference for her. Maria didn’t know whether to thank them or berate them for missing Celia’s wedding.

      The hall reminded her of her own and Maria knew if she had come alone, she would have been overwhelmed. Ryan’s support was important and he never let go of her as they found their seats. There were a lot of people that she recognized but they didn’t look twice at her. Celia had fallen in the same trap that she had but she had a feeling that Celia was more assertive than her so she knew how to handle Matt. Her sister had always had that quality.

      There was still some time left until the wedding started and Maria started to wonder why she had come. Had she come to simply see the wedding? She had told herself that it was to see the bride and groom and demand an explanation but when exactly would she do that? After the wedding or before it? Should she try to enter their dressing rooms? No that was rude but what did that matter?

      “You can go,” Ryan said softly.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” Ryan said and added, “I know why you are here. You are here to get rid of your complicated feelings.”

      “Ryan…”

      “Maria, I am not blind. I know you are conflicted about me.” He smiled wryly.

      “I don’t blame you for it but I want you to know that I love you Maria. I don’t know when I fell in love with you but I did and I can’t undo that. I am not telling you to pressure you but after you have your talk with them, I want an answer. I want to know if there is space for me in your life or if I should disappear.”

      Maria was speechless and her heart hurt but she knew he was speaking the truth. He was right, he wasn’t the second wheel. He was a human being as well and his feelings mattered. She stood up, with Steven in her arms and left him there.

      She knew where the dressing room would be so she went towards it, ignoring the bridesmaids that saw her and began to whisper. She recognized them as a few of her sister’s friends who she had seen all her life. She wanted to visit her sister first but then she changed her mind and went towards the groom’s dressing room.

      She didn’t have to say anything to the people and she walked straight in. He was standing there, checking himself in the mirror. He saw her reflected in the mirror and turned around with a look of shock on his face.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked her.

      “I came to attend your wedding, the one I was supposed to have with you.”

      “Look Maria, if you want an apology…”

      “I want to know why you did it and to show you this.” She held up her baby and his eyes widened.

      “Is that mine?” Matt whispered.

      She nodded and Steven stirred. Matt approached and touched the baby but then drew back.

      “What did you want me to say?” he asked her helplessly. “That I’ll take you back?”

      “Of course not!” Maria hadn’t meant to sound so venomous but she did. It had been an automated response.

      “Then what?”

      “Why did you do this? Why at our wedding?”

      “I thought I could forget Celia, I didn’t want her to break us but I understood that she was the one. The one I wanted to be with.”

      “And me?” she asked.

      “Maria I loved you once but it’s always been her.”

      Maria didn’t say anything. She was numb at the confession.

      Matt hesitated before he spoke again.

      “Ever since that day, Celia has been conflicted. She didn’t want to get married but I convinced her. Maria, please don’t say anything hurt her. I love her.”

      Maria took a step backward.

      “I am not making any promises.”

      She turned on her heel and left the room, her steps increasing as she almost ran to Celia’s room. She didn’t know how to feel about his admission but she knew that he was telling the truth. He really loved Celia. It didn’t hurt as she thought it would have but there was still something she had to know.

      She got into the bride’s room easily. Celia was checking herself in the mirror like Matt but when the door opened, she turned to it and gasped out loud. Celia looked beautiful with her white dress and hair tucked into her veil.  She noticed the baby first and then Maria. Tears filled her eyes.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “I came to your wedding, you should be happy.” Maria couldn’t hide her contempt.

      “Whose baby is that?”

      “Take a wild guess.”

      “Not Matt!” Celia cried out. “What do you want?”

      “I showed him the baby you know,” Maria smirked.

      She didn’t why she was doing this but she wanted revenge. She wanted her to feel what she had when she saw them together. When she had seen them leave the room together, when she had realized that they wouldn’t return. The hurt and the pain that had plagued her all these days.

      “Don’t tell me…”

      “He is gone. He is waiting for me outside,” Maria lied.

      It was a cruel lie but the pain in Celia’s eyes were true. She was absolutely devastated and she collapsed on the chair beside the mirror. She didn’t cry but she was stunned.

      “How could you do this to me?” Maria demanded. “How long did you two go behind my back?”

      “What does it matter? You have him back,” she said defeated.

      “Tell me!”

      “A year before the wedding. When he came to San Francisco, I met him and things went from there. Happy?” Bitterness filled he voice.

      Celia looked up and Maria saw the pain in her eyes. She remembered what Matt had said about Celia having been guilty about betraying her. Maria couldn’t keep up the façade. She hugged Steven and said,

      “I lied. Matt is still there.”

      “Maria…” Celia whispered.

      “It doesn’t matter. Get married. I don’t care,” Maria said and she meant it. She really didn’t care about it.

      Everything had cleared up and Maria realized how selfish she was. She had thought she was the only victim but her sister had suffered. Maybe not as much as her but at least a bit. It hadn’t been something they had done out of spite. They loved each other.

      In Matt’s eyes, she saw the love that he never had for her and that was enough for her. Celia would be happy and she had Steven with her. She would be fine.

      “Maria, I am really sorry about everything. I didn’t want this to be like this but I couldn’t stop myself. I fell for him, everything reminded me of him. He was there for me and I let myself lean on him. I am sorry, Maria.”

      Celia began to cry and Maria placed her hand on her shoulder.

      “Don’t cry, you’ll ruin your makeup.”

      Steven gurgled and their attention went to him.

      “He looks like you. He is a beautiful baby,” Celia whispered.

      She kissed Steven’s forehead.

      “Go get married,” Maria said roughly, wiping the tears from her eyes.

      “Thank you.”

      Maria quietly left the room and walked off towards the exit. There was one thing that she knew she had to do. She wouldn’t be fine alone, there was someone she needed and that person was waiting for her. Maria went back towards the hall where she saw that the seats were filled but he was still there.

      Maria slid into the seat beside him and he looked at her expectantly. He was going to say something but she put her finger to her lips as the wedding march began to play. It took a few minutes but the groom entered and Matt saw her in the crowd. He gave her a half smile and headed for the altar with his best man.

      Celia came next and Maria had to admit that she made a beautiful bride. She was glowing as she walked up to the altar.

      “Did you talk to them?” Ryan whispered.

      Maria nodded.

      “I talked it out and I realized one thing. I don’t hate them anymore, they fell in love, that’s not a crime. They hurt me but holding onto that hurt clouded what I actually felt. I blocked myself off, scared that I would be betrayed again but that’s the thing about love. You get betrayed sometimes and it’s not a bad thing. You just have to deal with it.”

      “What are you saying?” Ryan asked.

      Maria looked at him and smiled.

      “I mean, I want you around. I don’t know if I love you but I won’t stay in the past anymore.”

      Ryan grinned broadly and while everyone was focused on the wedding, he leaned forward and kissed her softly. The kiss had special meaning now and Maria smiled throughout the smile.

      It was time for her to move forward and live her life.

      
        THE END
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        Chapter One

      

      

      It was terrifying.

      They were closing in on him and the scariest part was that his assailants were faceless. Nothing but silhouetted parodies against a darkened sky, yet he could make out that they were armed and dangerous. With their rifles pointed at him, he backed away, one calculated step at a time.  It was then that a strange but familiar zinging sound rang in his ears. His heart pounded in his chest, forcing the air out of his chest. He gasped for air, but the heat scorched his lungs and he knew he would not survive this. He shielded his face as they cocked their guns and aimed it straight at him. The sounds of the bullets whizzing past him drowned out his screams, this was it, he realized. He had lived by the sword and now he will die by the sword.

      “DUSTIN!”

      Dustin shot up from his bed and looked around as he struggled against her. The only thing he could think of was escaping.

      “DUSTIN!” Bonnie shouted again.

      He fought against her as she held on to him. She was strong girl, but Dustin, being built like an MMA fighter, broke her grip. It didn't help that she was still half asleep and attempting to escape the confused fuzziness of her own dreams. Dustin's restlessness had become a regular occurrence. Over time, she had adapted to his behavior and as a result, she became disconnected from him. But knowing this didn't make her feel any less guilty.  Haunted by the fact that she had become so used to it, she no longer cared she couldn't help but wonder if her attitude towards him triggered these night terrors. 

      "Dustin, sweetheart, wake up, it's me, Bonnie."

      Her soothing voice broke into his troubled mind, and as he surrendered and ended the meaningless struggle, she cradled his head against her chest. His body, framed by broad tanned shoulders, glistened with sweat from the stress of the nightmare.

      Dustin’s breathing slowed and the ragged incoherent whispers forged in his nightmares were muted.

      “I am sorry,” he mumbled.

      “It’s okay baby, there’s nothing to be sorry about,” she reassured him.

      “I hate that it’s gotten this bad,” he muttered.

      “It’s nothing I can’t handle.”

      Dustin pushed away from her and held her at arm’s length. Even in the dark, Bonnie noticed his pained expression. She reached up and gently touched the side of his face. Since his last tour, he was transformed, his hair had grown and his chocolate brown eyes now lay sunken into its sockets, deep and sorrowful.

      She knew him too well, which is why his current conflicted state worried her so much. They had been together for more than four years. Four years of boundless happiness. But something changed in Dustin after his last tour on the war front.

      “I don’t want you to have to handle it. I care about you too much for that,” Dustin breathed.

      "I know that, but as I said, I'm here for you. Besides, it isn't your fault, and you are trying your best to overcome this."

      “I know,” he said dragging his hand through his tussled hair, “I think I’ll schedule another appointment with Dr Stevenson tomorrow.”

      “If that’s what you really want to do, then I’m all for it.”

      “I really do,” Dustin confirmed. “The dreams have become much more frequent and it’s not healthy for either of us.”

      “Is it the same dream every time?” she asked.

      “Yes, I keep seeing the same people over and bloody over again. It’s driving me insane.”

      “And they are all still faceless?”

      Dustin nodded his head and sighed. In response to that sigh, she reached forward and held his hand. Dustin attempted to smile and squeezed her hand before pressing it to his lips.

      “How was I lucky enough to get you?” he asked.

      “You were probably a superhero in your past life,” Bonnie joked. She loved the closeness they shared, even in moments of distress.

      Dustin laughed, but then he became serious, “I really have no idea what I would do without you by my side; you are the only one who seems to care about me.”

      “It’s that thing they call love,” she smiled, “Love overcomes everything.”

      Dustin didn’t say a word, and slowly sank back onto the bed. Bonnie regarded him for a second before flopping down next to him. They lay together, side by side, holding hands. It was the peaceful silence that Bonnie appreciated; it grounded the relationship in some warped way. Where other couples would tear their hair out and fight all night, they simply existed and that was all that mattered.

      “It’s over you know, the war? You don’t have to go back there again.”

      “I know, but sometimes I wonder if I gave up too early.”

      “Why would you think that?” Bonnie asked staring at a single spot on the ceiling.

      Dustin flung his forearm over his eyes, “Since I can remember I wanted to be in the military, but when my tour got cut short, it felt as if I had lost everything.”

      “Dustin, you almost died,” she said, this time looking at him.

      "A lot of soldiers die, it's just how it is and they die for a God-given purpose."

      Bonnie tried to ease her trembling voice as she whispered, “Dustin. If you had died, I would have been lost, you know that.”

      Again, he opted for silence. Just the thought of him dying brought Bonnie to tears, but she quickly blinked them away and turned on her side. She buried her face in the pillow as she tried to contain her emotions. The last thing she wanted was for him to feel guilty; he had enough to deal with.

      Bonnie had known Dustin since high school. At that time, Dustin was the popular kid with the confidence of a politician, and she was nothing more than an ambitious freshman who fussed about her grades and secretly admired the in-crowd. She hardly spoke to him when they were in school and he hardly paid her a second glance, but everyone in her grade knew that she had a crush on him.

      By the time she graduated from Senior High, and everyone went their separate ways, Dustin was nothing but a fond memory or rather a fleeting wish that ran its course. She had heard through the grapevine that Dustin had joined the army after his father had passed away, but never really thought much about it until she ran into him by chance in her final year in university. She had been surprised by how much he matured and that was the first time she had seen him as a man, and no longer as just a high school crush. It didn’t take long for them to start dating, but it wasn’t long before Dustin had to go on tour in Afghanistan. If he hadn’t asked her to wait for him, she would have forgotten about him, but Bonnie never regretted that decision.

      It had been the best decision of her life to wait for him, but she had struggled to handle the constant worry. It had been tough at first, waiting for weeks on end for a letter or a phone call. At one point she had almost given up, but only just, she fought to be strong, and it became her mantra during his absence in the beginning. In between tours, they were the perfect couple. They had spent every available minute of every day in each other's company. But it had been his last tour that had changed him. She had no idea what had happened, or what brought on the drastic change in his personality since he never really spoke about it. But from what she could gather, Dustin had led his men into an ambush that had cost most of their lives. By the time a backup unit arrived, they had found Dustin unconscious and bleeding out. His injuries were near fatal and if it hadn’t been for the quick thinking of the Sargent that found him, he would have been dead. But the scars that were left behind from the gunshot wounds he sustained were nothing compared to the mental scars he carried, and the guilt he chose to drag along.

      “I think at some point we are going to have start thinking about the future,” he said breaking into her train of thought.

      Her insides twisted, and she breathed, “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t want to keep stringing you along you know. I am just not that type of guy.”

      She processed his words, but there was a hint of something other than morbid depression in his tone. She could almost hear him smile and she turned on her side, tucking her hands under her cheek.

      “I don’t mind the strings,” she said softly.

      “Strings can snap at any time, I want to give you a stable home, a stable relationship. This slapdash dating scene is just not good enough for you.”

      She hesitated, not being sure what he was saying, but to any normal person this sounded very much like an unplanned marriage proposal, yet, she didn’t want to make her own assumptions.

      “I’m happy with what we have now, I don’t need anything else.”

      “Well I’m not,” Dustin said bluntly. “I want a family, and I want it with you. You are the only person for me, Bonnie.”

      “Dustin…” she whispered.

      This time Dustin pulled her into his arms and Bonnie rested her head on his chest. She never pressed for him to get married, and after the first few years of living together, she settled into the fact that this was how things would always be. It had been hard for her to pin him down as the picket-fence family man, but laying here in his arms she had to do everything in her power to contain her excitement just a little.

        “I’ll go see Dr Stevenson tomorrow and after that, we can talk about getting married,” he murmured against her hair.

      “That will be nice,” she responded and kissed his chest.

      “Do you have anything else planned for tomorrow?”

      “I have a meeting with a new client,” she said, “But I can reschedule.”

      “A new client?” he asked curiously.

      “Yeah, but I’ll fix the meeting for the morning while you are at Dr Stevenson.”

      “That will work, and then when you are done we can spend the day together.”

      “Sounds perfect,” she said softly.

      Dustin hugged her closer, and a few minutes later, she heard his even breathing. He had gone back to sleep. Bonnie snuggled closer and smiled. She really was lucky to have him and she was going to make sure she reminded herself of that fact every day of her life.

      

      
        Chapter Two

      

      Coffee was and an absolute must for Bonnie. But because Dustin disliked the smell of coffee, she never made herself any while at home. But even so, they had their routine down to perfection, and she would eventually get her caffeine fix once she got to work. Every morning they would wake up and get ready for the day, and like gears, in a clock, they would work around each other with nothing standing in their way. They would take turns to cook and there was never a question about whom, what or when. Dustin usually went for the whole continental breakfast that included eggs, toast, and bacon and while he preferred fresh orange juice, she usually settled for a glass of water.

      Today, however, she was on cloud nine. Practically engaged to be married to the only man she ever loved.  While she waited for him to see her out, she couldn't help but smile. She was pretty sure that people who won the Lottery felt much like she did.

      Dustin appeared next to her and spontaneously pressed a kiss in the nape of her neck and inhaled, “You smell good, any chance that you can call in sick?”

      She slapped his arm and laughed, “Focus mister, we have a lot to get done today.”

      He chuckled and wrapped his arm around her waist, “You just hurry on back here then.”

      "I'll be back soon, I promise," she said pressing a single kiss on his lips and briskly made her way down the stairs to the sidewalk. She didn't own a car, unlike Dustin who had his pet van that he was so protective over, so as usual, she took a leisurely stroll to the office only a few blocks away while soaking up the morning sun.

      She took a shortcut through one of the public gardens and as she walked along the winding path, past the yellow and pink flower beds she couldn't help but smile. It reminded her of the day she bumped into Dustin. It was the day she graduated, at a celebration party hosted for the graduates.  She had one too many drinks that night and was stumbling around like a baby giraffe trying to find her balance when she crashed into a solid block of warm flesh. Only to discover that it was her high school crush and that the so-called crush was still very much present. It had been like a simmering coal waiting for a gust of wind to breathe life back into it and light it up into a magnificent flame. Sparks had flown instantly, and what caught her off guard that night was his casual Hello Bonnie, he had actually known her name all that time. It was one of the fondest memories she had of him and it just took off from there.

      She let out a soft sigh as she reached the pedestrian crossing. Her local caffeine dealer was up ahead, and she couldn’t wait for her fix. It was a quaint coffee shop on the corner of the street, which she discovered just after they had moved into the neighborhood, and she had been a faithful customer since. As usual, Pedro had her coffee ready, black with one sugar, another routine she had grown accustomed to, but one she would like to keep until the day she died.  She took an eager sip of the brown liquid and the woodsy aroma of roasted coffee beans filled her nostrils and extended into her mouth. Now her day could officially start, she thought and headed around the corner to her office.

      She reached her office fifteen minutes early and was greeted by the receptionist with a wide smile. Bonnie was well liked around the office, and she had tried hard to make sure that she was in everyone’s good graces, and it was an easy task. Her considerate nature always attracted people, and she liked knowing that there wasn’t anyone talking ill of her behind her back. She believed in positive energy as well as Karma and she did her very best to keep Karma far away.

      Her secretary was already at the office too and stood up as she approached her office.

      "Good morning, Mark," she said with a bright smile.

      “Morning, Miss Trigson.” Mark smiled and handed her two message notes.

      He was a handsome youth, much younger than her with wavy dark hair and friendly brown eyes. He had joined the company a year before as a clerk but his organizational skills and attention to detail were impeccable and soon enough Bonne hired him as her secretary instead.  They worked well together since Mark always made sure she had a cup of coffee on her desk, but even more than that, he anticipated her every need at work, always being a step ahead.

      “Have you confirmed my appointments?” Bonnie asked, pushing open the door of her office.

      Her office was spacious with a large mahogany desk and her accolades hanging on the wall. She'd richly decorated her office with art, tasteful furniture, and Afghan rugs; this was, after all, her home away from home. When Dustin used to go on tour she had spent most of her nights working till late, since she hated going to an empty house.

      She settled down behind her desk as Mark came to stand beside her.

      “Here’s your schedule for the day,” Mark said and cleared his throat. “You have your first meeting at 10 AM and then you have another meeting at 12 PM.”

      “When’s the meeting with Woodrow?” she interrupted.

      “He’ll be coming by at two. The boss has instructed me to tell you that you’ll be meeting him in the conference room.”

      “Why not here?” she asked curiously.

      “I haven’t a clue Miss Trigson, he didn’t say,” Mark replied, looking around the neat office.

      Bonnie shrugged and then she ushered him away, instructing him to bring by the files on Brenton. They were a cosmetic company she was supposed to present their concept to during her morning meeting. She’d spent considerable time preparing – reciting the presentation to herself in the mirror and making sure she memorized the important points. Being confident had always been a challenge for her since high school, but over the years, her experience in dealing with customers on all levels had provided her the tools she needed to come across as self-assured. After all, no executive cowered in the corner of a boardroom. She repeated the key points to herself mentally and smiled. This was going to be a breeze, she decided.

      Bonnie checked up on the other accounts and then sat back, thinking about Dustin. He had seemed very cheerful this morning, more than usual, but she knew that he was still troubled. He hadn't shown it to her, but she could see it in his eyes and she knew that although he may be happy about them finally considering the next step in their relationship, he was only wearing a mask to please her. It hurt, and she wished he would talk to her about it, but she was frightened about her own reaction if he did open up to her. It was insecurity that Bonnie hated admitting to herself. She didn’t understand why Dustin felt so strong about his duty to the military and his country. In her mind, he had done more than enough and that had almost cost his life. That, for her, was enough, but why didn’t he get that? She hated that this put such strain on them.

      She shook her head and shifted the thoughts aside. It didn’t matter, it wasn’t important. He was there with her now, wasn’t he? She should be thankful for that instead of complaining to herself about it. They had so much going for them and now there was a wedding to plan.

      A while later, Bonnie still couldn't get the troubling thought out of her head as she tried to focus on work. At 10 PM sharp, Mark announced the arrival of her clients. She gave herself a once over in her vanity mirror and a few minutes later she joined them in the boardroom. Although they looked intimidating, with their stoic expressions, she managed to run through the pitch and present the proposal with flair and confidence. And by the look on their faces, she was sure that they were impressed by the end of it. After the meeting she escorted them out, confident that she had the ball through the hoop. She avoided doing a fist pump but couldn't stop a broad grin from forming on her face.

      “Success?” Mark asked, popping into her office.

      Bonnie nodded, and he smiled. He gave her a thumbs-up and left the room. Bonnie took a few moments to relax. Brenton had been the easy one because she had been well-prepared, but her next meeting was with Nate Woodrow and this one would be more like swimming up against a riptide.

      She couldn’t help but wonder what Woodrow would expect. It was her first time working with an oil company executive, and she didn’t know much about him, other than what she heard from other investors. Usually, Bonnie researched her new clients, but Nate Woodrow was an enigma. His company was new, but it was flourishing and highly profitable, but that was the only information she had, beyond that, nothing. Well, not much other a few photos of a dashing man dressed in designer suits and escorted by a girl who looked like a front-page model. It made her curious about the man she was about to meet. She was simply going to have to wing it. She would try her best to glean some information from him during their meeting.

      She barely had time to finish her coffee and a small bran muffin she had packed as a snack when Mark buzzed her to let her know Woodrow was here. She got up, wiped away the crumbs, and smoothed her skirt down. She reached into her desk drawer, taking out a mirror and checking her reflection yet again. Her eyes sparkled like sapphires, but her cheeks were a bit pale. Bonnie frowned and tapped them lightly to get some color in them. Her hair was perfect and she applied a coat of her favorite coral lipstick. There, now she was ready to talk to and get to know the new client, Nate Woodrow.

      Bonnie exited her office and Mark adorably gave her another thumbs-up to wish her luck for the meeting. Bonnie smiled back. She was glad to have the support; it eased some of the tension she felt. She knew just how important nailing this contract was for her. Despite the lack of information, oil companies brought in a lot of money and she wasn’t going to be labeled as the one who let go of such a big fish.

      When she reached the conference room, he was seated at the far end of the boardroom desk with his back was turned to her, but she couldn’t help but admire his broad shoulders. He was, as expected, dressed immaculately, just like in the photographs she saw of him. It looked like he worked out a lot.

      She took a deep breath and entered. The sound of her entering made the man turn around and it was good that Bonnie was a classy woman or else she would have gasped out loud. It wasn’t like she had never seen attractive man – she was used to self-assured executives - but Woodrow was someone who seemed to have a different edge. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it, but maybe it was the look in his eyes, that look of appraisal he gave her as he studied her from head to toe. She did her best not to blush.

      His hair was dark, midnight black, and his face had the cut of an arrogant but very handsome man. He smirked slightly as she approached him, and she felt her mouth become as dry as cotton. He was definitely handsome, but Bonnie couldn’t explain why she was feeling so nervous out of nowhere. It was nothing. He was just a very handsome man, and she didn’t have any reason to feel uneasy near him.

      "Nate Woodrow," he introduced and extended his hand, his gray eyes meeting hers in a solid gaze.

      Bonnie shoved her nervousness into the deepest recesses of her mind and shook his hand. But the touch sent a shiver of something unknown through her and she pulled her hand away far too quickly. She didn't like the warmth that had traveled up her arm at the slight, innocuous touch. And by the smile that tugged at the corners of his mouth, she knew that he felt it too.

      “Good morning Mr Woodrow, I’m Bonnie Trigson. I’ll be the person handling your account,” she said, gathering all the professional grace she had.

      “So I heard. There are some really good reviews about you, so I am hoping that you live up to it,” he said with a light-hearted laugh.

      She offered him a stiff smile and swallowed, “So do I. So what are your expectations and how can I help you?” she asked as they sat down.

      “I am putting my company’s image in your beautiful hands; I trust that you’ll be able to take the reins on this one. A beautiful woman like you would surely be able to advise me on the most profitable route to follow?”

      He held her gaze and smiled, and Bonnie’s heart flipped rampantly in her chest.

      He was so obviously flirting with her, hardly two minutes into the meeting and Bonnie was taken aback to realize that she quite liked it. But she quickly pushed those allowed thoughts and feelings aside and focused on her task at hand. She talked about the ideas she had in marketing the company with global advertising campaigns and mobile marketing and was glad to see that he was actually paying attention. She was halfway through her presentation when he interrupted her.

      You are pretty good at your work. Do you mix work and pleasure?”

      Shocked, she tilted her head to the side and regarded him, “No. I don’t.”

      He smiled at her discomfort, but it wasn’t a normal smile it was predatory. Bonnie could feel the temperature in the room rising, and she knew she had to end it quickly before it got out of hand.

      She gathered her file and some of the documents he provided her and stood up, "I think that's all I need if there's anything else I'll get my PA to e-mail you," she said in a slightly cold tone.

      “We could always go out for lunch and discuss it some more?” he said.

      “I’ve already had breakfast Mr Woodrow,” she declined.

      “What about some coffee then?”

      “No thank you, but you are welcome to set up another meeting with my PA if you think of anything else you would like to discuss pertaining to the campaign.”

      She committed herself to remain professional and not allow his charm to side-track her.

      As she moved to pick up the file he wrapped his hand around her wrist and she froze. The way he looked at her, caused a tingling sensation of expectation and excitement to shoot through her veins, scorching her insides. This was not how it was supposed to go! She tugged his hand away and leveled a glare at him. She wasn't some floozy to be scooped up and dragged away to some batman cave. She wouldn't dare even if he was Bruce Wayne!  He smirked and tilted his head forward.

      “I will be in touch Bonnie,” he said calling her by her first name, which she found slightly alarming.

      It was only in her office that she realized that this contract was balancing dangerously on the line and that her reaction to him may have just pushed it over the edge. She potentially let the big fish slip. Even so, she didn’t regret it. Nate Woodrow was trouble and she should stay away from him.

       

      
        Chapter Three

      

      After the altercation with Woodrow, Bonnie was sure that she was the stupidest person alive and she was sure that he would be turning them down. She didn't regret her reaction, but she felt guilty and frustrated having deprived the firm of a good client. Not that it was her fault. No man dared treated her as if she was some object. The gall of it! He'd acted unprofessionally, but no matter how many times she thought about it, she couldn't help but feel the same rush of heat that she had felt at that moment.

      Bonnie couldn’t talk about it with anyone at work. But when Mark saw her face, he had known something was wrong and he subtly tried to enquire, but she simply shrugged and Mark had let it go for the time being. She didn’t know how to deal with this and tried to make up for it by immersing herself in work. It didn’t help, and all throughout the rest of the day, she was stuck trying to erase the whole thing from her mind. Was she being stupid or had she done the wrong thing? Was this character a serial womanizer or had she overreacted?

      She glanced at the clock on the wall, she was supposed to go off early and meet Dustin, but she couldn’t, not feeling the way she did.

      By the time she arrived home, she had collected herself and forced a smile, hoping that he wasn't upset that she never came home. To her surprise, Dustin wasn't home, which caught her by surprise. It wasn't like him but she figured that he probably needed some time since he met Dr Stevenson today. She set down her bag and took out her phone to call him. He didn't answer. Again, not like him. She sat down, frowning, and thought about which of his friends he could have gone to visit. An hour later, she was starting to panic just as she heard the sound of the lock. She ran out into the living room to see Dustin standing there with Chinese takeaway. He smiled at her and set down the packets on the dining room table.

      “Sorry baby, my phone was on silent and so I missed your calls,” he said, kissing her apologetically.

      “It’s all right, I was just worried,” she said and hugged him.

      She felt relieved that he was okay.

      “I figured you had a rough day so I just got takeout.”

      “That’s nice of you, saves me doing dinner.”

      “You okay?” he asked, looking at her.

      Bonnie was afraid of that. Dustin was very observant, and she was sure that he would see through her.

      "Yeah, I'm good, just a tough day."

      “Was it that new client?” Dustin asked as he started opening the food.

      “Yeah, he was tough to work with,” Bonnie said and didn’t elaborate on how tough. She wasn’t about to tell her boyfriend that her client had flirted with her and that she had almost lost it completely. It wasn’t like Bonnie to get upset by men who make silly passes. She was usually much more refined and demure.

      She took the plates from the cabinet and almost jumped when Dustin wrapped his hands around her waist.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked again.

      She looked up at him and plastered a smile on her face, “Of course I’m fine, nothing I can’t handle.”

      “If you say so…” he regarded her.

      “How as you visit with Dr Stevenson?” she asked, opting for a change of subject.

      Dustin took the plates from her and shrugged, “It was okay; he just said that I had to accept what happened and attend regular sessions and work through the trauma. He also prescribed some PTS meds.”

      Bonnie heard the anger and frustration in his voice and stood on her toes to give him a small peck on the cheek.

      “We’ll get through it together,” she said comfortingly.

      “I know, I am so lucky to have you with me,” he said and hugged her close.

      She sighed into his chest and eventually stepped back and started to dish up the food. They chatted happily over the food, and Bonnie could feel her tension melting away. That was the effect that Dustin had on her. But sadly, it didn’t completely go away. Something kept nagging and reminding her of Nate Woodrow. He had been arrogant and stubborn, but somehow she felt attracted to him. She caught herself imagining him naked but immediately flushed it from her memory. Somewhat hoping he would disappear altogether.

      After dinner, they spent a little while watching TV and then eventually headed to bed. Dustin was overly touchy feely and soon enough Bonnie was captured by how lovingly he caressed her. He was always so delicately as if she was a precious flower whose petals would be swept away by a subtle breeze. She loved the caring way he kissed, and the slow way he made love to her. He always insisted on always placing her pleasure before his.

      She eventually fell asleep in his arms, and the last thing she thought of before she dosed off, is that tomorrow would be better…
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* * *

      It turned out to be worse.

      For the first time in a long time, Bonnie woke up late for work. Dustin had woken her up, but she had fallen right back to sleep. He had to come back and wake her up and knowing that she had overslept, she rushed out of the house without breakfast. She also ended up having to skip her morning coffee and was agitated by the time she arrived at the office.

      She knew the moment Mark gave her that questioning look, that he sensed her mood and luckily for both of them, he didn’t waste any of her time. He went through the schedule with her and then thankfully left her to her own devices.

      She was busy working through some memos when her door flew open, it was Mark and he had a four cups of coffee, two in each hand, stacked on top of each other.

      She couldn't help but laugh, he knew her so well and clearly, after this morning he clearly thought she needed an extra dose of caffeine.

      “What’s this?” she asked as she rounded her desk to take two of the cups, and set it down.

      “You were looking worse for wear this morning, figured you could use some extra coffee,” he grinned. 

      “You’re a life saver, thank you,” she said and eagerly took a sip of her first cup, “I overslept this morning, so I never got around to getting coffee.”

      "Oh, by the way, Winston's PA called earlier, she said that Nate Woodrow has agreed to do business with us and wants you to be his account manager. He doesn't want anyone else because he was impressed by you. See, you were worried about nothing!" Mark exclaimed and waved his hand theatrically through the air.

      Bonnie paused with her coffee cup halfway to her mouth. She hadn’t expected him to actually want to work with her. She had wanted the opposite. If it wasn’t enough that she wasted a whole day on thoughts about him naked and the way he looked at her in the meeting, she was now going to have to deal with him on a more regular basis.

      “Darling, who stole your poppers?” Mark asked, cocking a brow.

      Bonnie shook her head.

      “Uh… no, that’s great, did she say anything else?”

      Mark shrugged and said; “Only that he’ll be setting up a meeting with you later today, but he hasn’t called yet.”

      She pulled her lips into a sideways out and scrunched her nose, “Just check with me before you pencil any appointments down.”

      “Sure,” he said and pushed his second cup of coffee towards her, leaving her with three to finish, “I’ll leave you to it then.”

      Mark left to finish some errands, and Bonnie was left stewing. She didn't expect to have to face Nate again. She could always ask Mr. Winston, her boss, to take her off the project, but then she'd have to explain why. What was she going to tell him? That Nate had flirted with her?

      Quitting her job wasn't an option either, she couldn't afford it. Other than the odd jobs Dustin did and the grant he got from the military, she was the sole breadwinner. She sighed and rested her head back closing her eyes, she was going to have to set Nate Woodrow straight from the word go.  Whatever preconceived ideas he may have conjured up in that head of his, was going to have to be wrapped up before they started on any project.

      The rest of the day was no different to the day before, now only with the nagging worry of dealing with Woodrow. The only thing that kept her sane was the fact that she was meeting Dustin for dinner, which she was on her way to.

      

      
        Chapter Four

      

      The cosy bistro she was meeting Dustin at was a favorite place of theirs and only a few blocks away from her work. As she approached the bistro, she saw Dustin through the glass front, and instantly she knew that something was wrong. His brows were drawn together and a worried wrinkle was spread across his forehead as he simply sat staring at the condiments in the center of the table. She signed heavily, plastered a smile on her face and headed inside.

      “Hi. How was your day?” he asked, as he stood up to kiss her on the cheek. 

      “Okay, what about you?” She looked at him curiously while she slid into her seat.

      “It was okay,” he said, avoiding her gaze.

      Before Bonnie could ask anything else, he got up, “What can I get you?” he asked.

      She regarded him, “A cup of coffee and a sandwich would be nice.”

      “Salami with extra hot sauce?” he guessed.

      Bonnie nodded and smiled, but when Dustin walked away from her, she knew something was definitely on his mind and he wasn’t telling her about it.

      She was deep in thought when he came back and sat down, having ordered their food.

      “Anything on your mind?” he asked.

      “No, I’m fine, just another tough day at work?” she lied.

      “You are working too hard,” he said and offered her a compassionate smile.

      They skirted around, making small talk until Bonnie could take it no longer. The waitress came with their meals and left, and they started eating. Suddenly, she dropped her knife and fork.

      “What’s going on?”

      “What are you talking about?” he asked without stopping to eat.

      “I know there’s something on your mind. You are not usually this preoccupied. Are you hiding something from me?” she said irritably.

      “Look, I don’t want you to get upset…” he started.

      Bonnie felt like someone had dropped a bucket of cold water over her head, she knew exactly what was coming, he was going to go on tour again, against his psychologist’s advice and against her begging him to give it up.

      Dustin hesitated for a moment and pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “I was offered a job,” he said tipping and sliding the butter knife through his index finger and thumb, “But it means I would be out of the country for a while.”

      She knew it! “Where, doing what?” she insisted.

      “Bonnie, you know I can’t tell you that,” he said under his breath not wanting anyone around them to hear.

      Bonnie’s eyes shot full of tears, and she ground her teeth. These were not tears of sorrow, but tears of anger and she felt as if she was going to explode from the inside out. She ducked her head down and shielded her face with her hand and Dustin reached for her other hand.

      She pulled it away and looked dejectedly at him, “You want to take it, don’t you?”

      “Bonnie, I have to take it,” Dustin said softly. “I’m a soldier. This is the only life I know.”

      “You don’t have to take it, you have the choice to say no, just admit it,” Bonnie said, looking at him through her tears.

      He was quiet and it confirmed her thoughts.

      “Why are you doing this to us, to yourself? You don’t owe them anything. You said the day before that you wanted to make a life for us, so why are you leaving me?”

      “Bonnie…”

      “Don’t give me that! You know what this will do to you! You are already suffering as it is why would you want to make yourself suffer more?” Her voice rose, and some of the customers turned to look at them.

      “Bonnie, it isn’t what you think it is,” he said trying to calm her down. “It’s just a mission and it won’t take long. I have to do this, Bonnie.”

      “You don’t have to!”

      “I do. Bonnie, I have nothing to do here, I have no life. All I do is go to the therapist’s office and collect my payments. I want to do something meaningful.”

      “Get a normal job then, where you won’t get shot at! You don’t have to do something that’ll put you back in harm’s way.”

      “Bonnie, this will be my last mission. Just this one, then we’ll be okay. This is for us.” He took her hand in both of his.

      Bonnie wanted to rant some more, but the look on his face was enough for her. She knew that no matter how long she protested, he wasn't going to change his mind. Bonnie took a deep breath and let it out slowly, feeling helpless. She knew he loved her with all his heart, but she couldn't fight him on this. She wanted him to be happy, and if going away on yet another tour is what made him feel like he belonged to something bigger, then who was she to complain.

      Bonnie sighed.

      "It's fine, I guess I'll get used to it."

      Dustin’s shoulders dropped as all the tension went out of him, and he finally smiled. The smile was worth it, but she couldn’t stop the resentment inching its way to the surface. How could he have committed to it before discussing it with her first?

      “Excuse me for a second, I just need… need to go powder my nose,” she mumbled, deliberately using the corniest line in the book just so that he understood that although she agreed, she wasn’t happy.

      She ducked into a cubicle and rested her back against the closed door. She knew exactly how the rest of the evening was going to play out. He was going to pull out all stops on being charming. She knew him all too well; it was how every argument always ended up. No harsh words, no shouting, just silence, and everything unsaid being swept under the rug. After a few minutes, she exited the restroom and joined him at the table, picking aimlessly at her food until it was finally time to head home.

      They walked home in silence. At one point, Dustin took her hand, and for a while, she wondered if she was just being selfish. As soon as she opened the door to their apartment, he wrapped his hands around her waist and kissed her. The kiss was gentle but forceful. She knew the motive behind it, but she couldn't help herself. As he kissed her, he moved his hands up along her sides chasing away her angry thoughts and she was reciprocating. His lips found her neck and Bonnie let out a whimper as he slowly removed her clothes. She tugged on his clothes, her own passion and lust for him consuming her.

      In a frenzy of kisses and groping they moved to the bedroom. She was too weak to resist him, and too in love to hurt him.

      Afterward, she lay in bed, listening to Dustin sleeping peacefully, curled up behind her.

      “How long is this going to go on?” she whispered, knowing that he wasn’t listening, the solitude of the night, her only comfort.
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* * *

      Bonnie hated the airport.

      She had seen far too much of it than was necessary. Dustin wasn’t worried at all as he checked his ticket against the FIDS overhead. The flight was still another two hours away, but they were outside the boarding gate. She knew that he had to leave to go through security soon and she hated it.

      It had been a week since he told her about the mission, and she still hadn’t managed to come to terms with the fact that he had once again put his country and his impossible sense of duty before them. She had tried in vain to convince him not to go, but he simply didn’t listen. All he kept saying was that he had to do this for himself and for the two of them. Bonnie had cried and pleaded to no effect. He was steadfast on his decision to leave her – that was simply how she saw it and right now, all she could do was watch as he did what he had set his heart on.

      An announcement rang out, and Dustin got up even though it wasn’t for his flight. He readied his suitcase and turned to her, a sorrowful look in his eyes.

      “I know you don’t want me to do this…” he trailed off.

      “I am just scared for you,” she said softly.

      “I know that, and I don’t blame you for that, but you know I’m going to be okay. I have to do this one last time so that I can come back and we can settle down.”

      Settle down. Those were the words that did it. She felt the tears stream down her cheeks as she struggled to stifle her cries. I'm not going to make a scene at the airport, she thought as she composed herself. I never have before and I refused to do so now.

      Dustin hugged her and then gently pressed a soft kiss on her lips.

      “I’ll be back before you know it,” he whispered.

      Then his warmth was gone and he was walking away, his back to her. Even as he passed security, he didn’t look back at her. She watched him pass through and stared at the glass wall separating them, wishing that she could go inside and touch him once more. Dustin eventually looked back and waved and she lifted her hand as a heavy feeling of loss settled in the pit of her stomach.

      After that, he disappeared down the ramp, and she took a deep shaky breath to fight the tears that threatened to spill.

      She wasn’t going to be weak. She was going to be strong and she was going to wait until he came back, and hopefully, they can settle down, just like he promised.
      With that determination strong in her mind, she turned around and walked away.

       

      
        Chapter Five

      

      “You are an idiot!”

      Bonnie didn’t appreciate the condescending tone Maria had in her voice. Yet she let it slide as she took a sip of her iced tea the waiter had brought her moments ago. Maria didn’t say anything else as she picked up her own drink and Bonnie finally set hers down and regarded her best friend.

      “I am not an idiot.”

      “Yes, you are. What kind of person leaves their significant other like that, not even telling you where he’s going?” Maria said.

      Bonnie ignored the jibe. “He’s not allowed to give any detail on his mission,” she said lamely. “Let’s eat something.”

      “That’s just selfish,” Maria said contemptuously.

      Bonnie tried to ignore Maria's harsh words. It was, however, getting on her nerves. Why was she acting like this? She'd been getting more callous and irritable about Dustin, so much so that Bonnie had almost gotten used to it. Well, she thought she had. She loved Maria like a sister, but she didn't have to put up with her attitude towards Dustin. Then again, maybe she did need that wake-up call, but today wasn't the day for it to happen. She needed support while she was still torn up about Dustin leaving. It had been only three days since he left and she was still having trouble adjusting to it.

      They ordered salads and waited for the food to come.

      “How’s your job coming along?” Maria asked, changing the subject.

      “It’s going okay.”

      “How’s the new client, Nate? I saw a feature on him in a magazine the other day, he’s a hunk,” Maria said with an interested glint in her eye, winking at the word hunk.

      Bonnie stared at her pretty friend who had propped her hand on top of the table so that she could rest her head on the flat of her palm. She’d almost forgotten about Nate and his advances.

      Bonnie knew that Maria was fishing for information, and she regarded her friend. Maria had short dark hair, with dark eyes and she was slightly curved in comparison to her. On a few occasions Maria had blatantly admitted that Bonnie was the good looking one, which is why men usually turned a second glance, but on the other end, Maria had this amazing way with people. She was bubbly, funny and always looking at the positive side of life. She deserved a good man to sweep her off her feet, and Nate did not fit the bill.

      “I never saw him after our initial meeting, Mark liaises with his PA most of the time,” she said blankly.

      With a slightly curious tone, Maria leaned forward, "What else do you know about him?"

      “Nothing, I tried looking him up, but the search results came up with very little information. I know a lot about his acquisitions and business but nothing about him personally.”

      “He sounds like someone who has something to hide,” Maria suggested.

      Bonnie shrugged. “I don’t really care at this point, he’s just another client expecting me to move mountains” For a moment she thought of telling her friend about Nate’s behavior at their meeting but stopped herself. She didn’t need another lecture from her friend.

      The food came and they ate, gossiping and laughing. Maria was the perfect gossip girl. She had always been an extrovert who loved sharing little snippets of interesting facts and tall tales she heard through her job being a celebrity PR. Today, however, they were talking about a classmate who had changed drastically from what she had been when they were in together.

      “How do you know this?” Bonnie asked in wonder.

      “I met her the other day,” Maria said blithely.

      Bonnie and Maria had been friends throughout high school. She was the person who Bonnie had talked to about Dustin when he was nothing but a crush. She had patiently listened to Bonnie and given her sound advice. Bonnie never liked Dustin much and always told her that he was a maverick and when, years later, Bonnie ran into him at the graduation party, and Maria warned her again, Bonnie chose to ignore her and started dating Dustin anyway. Even so, Maria had supported her, but after Dustin came back from his last mission, her attitude towards Dustin had changed and she no longer supported the relationship. Bonnie understood why. As her best friend, she that Maria didn't want her to have to settle for someone who lived so close to the edge, and skipping off to foreign countries when the mood fitted him, but Maria hadn't factored in the love that she felt for Dustin and how she couldn't live without him.

      “When is he coming back?” Maria asked.

      “I don’t know. He said that he was going to be back in two weeks so I am going to hold him to that.” Bonnie shrugged. “Then again, who knows…”

      “Don’t hold him to that,” Maria warned. “I have seen you go through this. Two weeks for him means two months. I know I have said this for a long time, but why do you even put up with it? He never keeps his promises and you always end up a wreck.”

      “Maria, you’re overreacting,” Bonnie said reluctantly.

      “You deserve better.” Maria took Bonnie’s hand. “I care about you, and he is self-destructive, which isn’t good for you,” she said in a concerned tone.

      Maria’s words scared Bonnie, and she steered the conversation in another direction. They eventually parted on good terms, hugging as they went their separate ways. Bonnie walked home, thinking about Dustin and wondering what he was doing right now. Was he working? Was he in trouble? She had no idea and wished that she did.

      She opened the door and the emptiness seemed to engulf her. Her heart sank as she walked around the empty apartment. She was back to receiving letters by mail and waiting desperately to hear his voice. It wasn’t what she would have wanted, but it was she was going to get.

      Just then she saw that the light on her answering machine flickering. She pressed the button and waited to hear who it was.

      "Hey, it's me," Mark's voice came through. "Mr. Woodrow's PA called today and said that he is going to come by in the morning to discuss what he wanted. She said that he'd be here by 9 AM."

      The message ended, and Bonnie emotionlessly deleted the message. It didn’t jar her that she was going to see him tomorrow, she had too many other things to worry about and there was no way she was going to let a playboy like Nate Woodrow faze her.

      With that thought, she decided to get to work. She was going to be prepared, and she wasn’t going to give him any cause for complaints.

      That was how she dealt with people like him. This wasn’t her first time seeing a playboy come on to her, but it was the first time she was attracted to one. Tomorrow, she was going to show him that she was a taken person. This, she swore to do.
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* * *

      Bonnie armed herself by way of her clothing.

      The day of the meeting, she put on her most professional attire and even tied up her hair to show how serious she was. She wore minimal makeup but indulged herself with just a dab of her coral lipstick, making her feel sophisticated and strong. She was ready to take the bull by the horns.

      She walked past the bistro on her way to work, which served as a bittersweet reminder of Dustin. Seeing the place gave her the strength she needed to face the day with control and patience. She wasn’t going to let Nate Woodrow get her down. At the office, Mark was taken aback by how offside she was with him, but it was all done so that she could get into the mood of being aloof. She worked steadfastly without letting anything distract her. But when she found herself repeatedly staring at the clock to see how much time was left before the meeting, she knew she was nervous. Slowly, the clock ticked to reach nine, but there was no sign of him... She was about to give up on waiting for him when he walked in, looking every bit as handsome as he had when she had first met him.

      He didn’t have that playful flirty tone in his voice or in his eyes. This time, she was sure that he was all business and that relieved her. Bonnie gestured for him to sit down. For a few seconds, there was silence, and then Nate cleared his throat.

      “I suppose I should apologize for what happened the other day,” he said quietly.

      “I wasn’t sure you would be back,” she said blankly.

      “No, you were right. I shouldn’t have acted so unprofessionally with you, and I think it was a good thing that you put me in my place. I’m sorry for offending you,” Nate said.

      She studied him, not sure of his intentions or if he was sincere. The saying first impressions last, repeated in her head and she somehow doubted he meant it, but then again, she hardly knew him. To her, he seemed like a player, someone who would use his wealth and charm to bed women and manipulate them into doing what he wanted. His assertive behaviour when they first met, although confident, left her uneasy, but maybe, just maybe she was wrong about him. She believed in second chances, call her naïve, but if she could give Dustin the benefit of the doubt, she should grant Nate the same.

      Bonnie nodded. “It’s all right. Besides, we are going to be working together for the next two weeks, so its best that we get along,” Bonnie said offering him an olive branch, and he smiled at her.

      His smile jolted her, and she felt her heart skip a beat.

      “I would like that,” he said. “How about we get down to business?”

      “Sure, what are your thoughts about the ideas Mark shared with you?”

      “Well, you know, an oil company isn’t something you can advertise in a positive light, you have activists fighting over global warming and nature conservation, it’s a ruthless world out there, but I want you to do the best that you can. I don’t want us to be associated with rumors, and I want everything out in the open for this campaign. I want shots of the factory to show that we promote a good working environment, things like that and that we consider the environment first and foremost.” He went on for a while, and Bonnie appreciated his focus and the level of discussion.

      “I understand,” Bonnie said and leaned in she liked the way he put everything in such positive light and knowing exactly how to frame this, she smiled.

      “I’m very keen to see what you come up with,” he said and returned her smile.

      “I love my job, and I pride myself in the quality of execution, so be prepared to be amazed, she said confidently.

      

      
        Chapter Six

      

      The next two weeks passed quickly.

      Bonnie had never put so much effort into a project as she did to Nate’s campaign. Maybe it was because of the close eye he kept on the project or the fact that she was trying to keep her mind of Dustin She almost went off the rocker because one of the cameramen didn’t show up on time for a shoot. She was a perfectionist, but throughout the filming, she was on edge and kept staring at Nate’s face to see if he liked how she was approaching it. She was determined to make this her best rep ever.

      Nate proved to be thoughtful, and she took his criticism seriously. He was different from other clients who preferred to leave everything up to her. He had his own vision, but he wasn’t forceful about it, and he liked her opinions. She ended up spending long hours at the office. Sometimes, he was with her at odd hours. Despite the time they spent together, he never asked her out to dinner or asked her for a drink but she didn’t miss the occasional gaze from him that sent shivers of anticipation running down her spine.

      When she did catch him staring, he would quickly avert his gaze. Although it unnerved her at times, in some strange way, she felt flattered. But thankfully he was always polite and kept their relationship professional.

      But still Bonnie couldn’t help the magnetic pull he had on her. She had warmed up to his attitude and his way of dealing with his employees. He was firm but never mean, and he was always sure of his decisions. And even when he had a difference of opinion he never attacked her, but merely made suggestions. The way he conducted himself in selling ideas, he could very well be selling ice to Eskimo's.

      The constant late nights, however, helped her cope with the loneliness that waited at home every night. She was just too tired to roll around and fret about whether Dustin was safe or not. She even went as far as having breakfast with Mark and dinner with Nate; sometimes she went out with Maria, who didn’t make any mention of Dustin. Now that he was away, she needed her friend’s support, and Maria readily gave it to her. The only drawback was that Maria regularly wanted details from her regarding Nate. Bonnie was reluctant to share details about him and kept it vague. Maria pouted but didn’t press the issue. Bonnie, on the other hand, found that she was thinking of Nate far too often. It was his behavior that had done it for her, and she was puzzled by it all.

      Everything was finally signed and the project was concluded. Her blue Monday had was now looking a lot better. Nate made sure to thank her for her effort and diligence. By the time the meeting was adjourned the role players from Woodrow Enterprises were gone, she could finally breathe.

      "Well done lovely," Mark said with his usual flair, "I knew you could pull it off."

      “We did it, I would have sunk if you weren’t around to help me,” she admitted to him.

      “Yeah well, behind every successful woman is a gay friend,” he said and winked at her, and the both of them burst out laughing.

      She rolled her chair back and stood up, “I guess I best get home and sort the place out before Dustin gets back.”

      “Oh yeah, he’s due back today right?” Mark said as he flipped a skittle up into the air and caught it with his mouth.

      “Try not to choke on those,” she smiled and then gathered her handbag and headed home.

      She felt somewhat detached for some reason, unlike other times when Dustin had been away. She was usually a lot more excited to see him.  Other than the odd few dishes stacked in the kitchen the apartment wasn't in an overly bad state, but she still felt it would be good to keep busy instead. She was halfway through vacuuming the small living room when the loud ringing of the phone echoed over the blowing sound of the vacuum.

      “Hello?” she answered, wiping the back of her hand over her forehead.

      “Bonnie Trigson?” said a muffled voice.

      Bonnie frowned, not recognizing the voice.

      “Yes, who is this?”

      The person on the other side breathed deeply and then almost whispered, “We have your boyfriend.”

      Bonnie paused and listened, then in a trembling voice asked, “Who is this?” but there was no response on the other end of the line, just an eerie silence.

      Bonnie gripped the receiver.

      “W-w-what did you say?” she asked, panicked.

      “We have your boyfriend,” the voice repeated in a foreign accent.

      Her mind went blank, as the words reached out to hear as if she was dreaming, she had to be. This was not happening, she told herself. “You are lying, I… I don’t believe you!”

      There were muffled sounds, and then she heard Dustin’s voice.

      “Baby, don’t listen to what…” he started, struggling to speak, and

      Bonnie started trembling with shock.

      “There’s your proof. Now listen. If you don’t pay a million dollars within a week then we are going to kill him and you will never see him again.”

      “No, please! I don’t have that much money,” she pleaded.

      “That’s not our problem, now is it? One week.”

      “Okay fine, how do I do that?” she asked nervously.

      "If you look in your post box, there's a postcard, on it is an email address, when you are ready with the money, let us know."

      The disembodied voice said, “And failing to do so, you can kiss your fiancé goodbye.”

      There was nothing but a click on the other end of the receiver, “Wait!” she cried, but she was only met with a dialling tone.

      Bonnie sunk to the floor, the receiver dangling on its cord as she brought up her knees to her chest and broke down; the room had suddenly become colder. She was trying to process what just happened, but her mind was numb. It was unthinkable. How could this have happened to him? There was no way that Dustin had been kidnapped. He was too strong.

      She lifted the receiver of the phone back into place, and just then, the phone rang. Her heart jolted and she rushed to answer the call, hoping it was the kidnappers, but instead it was Maria’s voice on the other end.

      “Hello?” Maria’s voice came through.

      “Maria…” she trailed off and then began to sob.

      She heard Maria draw in her breath. “Bonnie, what’s going on?”

      “I… I don’t… it’s terrible, it’s… oh my word!” she cried, unable to string together a coherent sentence.

      “I am coming over,” Maria said and hung up.

      Twenty minutes later, Maria let herself into the apartment and rushed to Bonnie’s side, hugging her tightly.

      “What happened? Is it work? Is it Dustin?” Maria asked as she led Bonnie to sit down on the couch.

      Panicking, Bonnie told Maria about the phone call.

      “Oh no, Bon, that’s terrible. How could this have happened?”

      “I never should have let him go!” Bonnie wailed.

      “Don’t blame yourself!” Maria said soothingly. “It’s not your fault. You tried to stop him from going off on this… this… suicide mission.”

      Bonnie didn’t have any response to that. She knew that Maria had a point, but it was going to do her little good blaming Dustin for all of this. He was in trouble and she had to save him.

      “I don’t know what to do,” Bonnie said. “I don’t have a million dollars.”

      “That’s a lot of money. Is there any way you can borrow it?” Maria asked.

      Bonnie shook her head. “No, I don’t know anyone who would lend me that sort of money and what exactly do I tell them. They’ll call the police, and if they do, I won’t see Dustin ever again. I can’t take that risk.”

      “Well then what else can you do?” Maria queried and squeezed her hand.

      “I don’t know.”

      Bonnie was in no state to reason, she could hardly cope with the weight of the situation.

      Maria got up and made them both cups of herbal tea and sat down beside Bonnie.

      “What if you asked Nate?”

      “What did you say?” Bonnie said, looking up.

      “I said what if you asked Nate? He’s rich enough. Couldn’t he give you the money?” she repeated.

      “I can’t ask him!”

      “Why not?”

      “He’s a client! I can’t expect him to…” she trailed off.

      “So? You’re bringing him in millions with your campaign.”

      “No,” Bonnie said vehemently.

      “Think about it,” Maria insisted. “You have to save Dustin, don’t you?”

      Bonnie bit the inside of her lip, should she even consider asking Nate? Whatever would he think of her if she did? She hardly knew the man, and other than the pass he made at her when they first met, he was still only a client. Asking him was simply not a solution.

      Maria stayed with her that night. Neither of them slept much. Bonnie, judging by the voice on the phone, knew there was no doubt the thugs meant what they said. What did they have to lose? To them, Dustin was just a pawn. Thoughts kept milling around in her mind as she tried to think up scenarios of how she could get Dustin back. None seemed practical. She knew so little about his work; she had no names, no contacts, nothing. Her thoughts turned to Nate. The stakes were just too high to ask him to help her out. It could potentially ruin their business relationship, not to mention cost her, her job. Mr Winston would have her head on a plate if she dared.

      She thought about her assets; was there any way she could gather the money? She doubted that. Even after selling or mortgaging everything she had, there was no way she could get that much money in a week. It was impossible for her.

      Her heart sank, knowing that it was almost near impossible for her to help Dustin and that his blood will ultimately be on her hands.

      By the time she finally drifted off to sleep, dawn had broken over the city and much later she woke with a start, the sun shining onto her bed. It was past eleven already! She looked around in a panic. Then she caught the aroma of frying onions. Maria was in the kitchen cooking for her. She got up, washed her face, and stumbled to the kitchen.

      Maria smiled at her. “I called your office, told them you were sick.”

      “Thanks, but you should have woken me up,” Bonnie said weakly.

      “You are in no state to go to work. Have you looked at yourself? We have to keep this under wraps remember?”

      Bonnie nodded, and Maria said, “Get dressed. We’ll try to think of something.”

      Bonnie went to freshen up, and when she came back, Maria was sitting down for breakfast. Bonnie picked at it, her appetite non-existent. She couldn’t force herself to eat. Not when Dustin was in trouble. Finally, she pushed the plate away.

      “Don’t be like that, you have to eat and keep your strength up.”

      “Sorry. But I just can’t eat. Not when Dustin is locked up somewhere like a wild animal. Can you imagine what they are doing to him?” she sighed, trying her best to keep it together.

      “You have to eat; it will help you to think with a clear mind. I know this is a grave situation, “but you can’t give up on yourself. We’ll get him back,” Maria said reassuringly

      Bonnie tried to put on a brave face. She appreciated Maria doing her best to be a supportive friend. She had always been against her relationship with Dustin, but friendship came first and Maria was going to help her. With her support, Bonnie saw some glimmer of hope.

      “We have to find a way to gather the money. I wish I had the money to help, but I don’t,” Maria said.

      “It’s fine. I’ll try to take a loan against the bond. That, with the rest of my savings, could cover it."

      “Are you sure you can do that?”

      “I have to try.” She didn’t sound confident at all.

      Neither of them mentioned the Nate option again.

      

      
        Chapter Seven

      

      The hours ticked by. Her panic increased as day followed night, and she tried to maintain a semblance of normality in her life. She methodically went through the motions of gathering the ransom money. She asked for loans from her company, who turned her down due to strict company policy, and the bank, well they could loan her money, but it wasn’t nearly enough.

      She managed through the Monday, the Tuesday she spent trying to bet loans, now it was already Wednesday, and with only two days left before the deadline. Bonnie was at her wits’ end. The option of asking Nate for money was very quickly starting to look like her own and she dreaded it.

      Nate hadn’t been back to see her since the work was concluded, and she couldn’t expect him to come now, so she had to go to his. She called him, saying there was an urgent matter she needed to discuss. She dreaded the meeting, but she knew she had to go through it for Dustin. Nate agreed immediately, suspecting nothing.

      She was almost thirty minutes early for the meeting and sat in the waiting lounge of his building. Like the first time they met about his project, she was contemplating her approach. She was simply going to have to be honest; there was no point in beating around the bush. Nate was sharp enough to smell out any shenanigans quickly. Her heart was racing and it felt as if it was pounding the air out of her

      Finally, the PA came around and invited her to Nate’s office. It was large and tastefully furnished and light flooded in through large windows with breathtaking views of the city. His desk was neat, and instead of sitting on the chair by his desk, she opted for the sofa. It was soft to the touch and she sank deep into it

      The door opened and Nate walked in, looking handsome as usual. Bonnie felt her heart jolt at the sight of him, but she reasoned that it was nerves. Her hands tightened over her skirt and she had to look down so that he didn’t see the color flooding her cheeks. He sat down beside her and looked at her.

      “This isn’t about work, is it?”

      Bonnie hesitated. Maybe she’d made a mistake coming here. But the way he looked at her, and the way he sounded so sincere broke down her defences.

      “Or is this about the campaign?” he asked, “You know I trust your vision, you don’t need my approval.”

      That gave her some courage.

      “No, it’s not work related," She gathered up all her courage. “I have to ask you something, something personal.”

      Nate sat upright and tilted his head sideways, “

      I’m listening.”

      “I don’t know if you knew, but I have a boyfriend, he’s ex-military. Well, he left for a mission a few weeks ago and he was supposed to be back on Monday…” It felt as if her throat was closing on her, and she cleared it, “On Monday I received a call, he is being held hostage…”

      She could feel her lips tremble and she fisted her hands in tight balls on her lap, trying not to lose her calm.

      Nate didn’t move, but he looked as if he wanted to comfort her.

      “Anyway…I got a call and the man on the other end said that I had one week to pay one million dollars in ransom money or they are going to kill him. I have been to the bank, but they can’t really help me, and I don’t know who else to turn to.”

      "So for his release, they want a handsome figure?" Nate asked sharply.

      “They didn’t mention anything else. All they gave me was an email address to notify them when I have the money.”

      “You sure there was nothing else you could get from them? How about the voice, was there anything distinct about it?”

      “No, it sounded muffled and foreign. I wouldn’t be able to identify him.” Her voice grew desperate, “If I had any other option I wouldn’t be here, asking you to help me.”

      Without hesitation, Nate shifted and nodded his head, “I will help you.”

      “This is just a loan, I promise to pay you back every cent,” she said to make a point.

      “Let’s not worry about that. I’ll get it ready.”

      Bonnie sat stunned. Was this going to be so easy after she struggled so much with the banks and her company’s finance people?

      “Thank you, Nate,” she said simply. Inside she felt like hugging him, but she stopped herself.

      She walked out, relieved. The nightmare was almost over and very soon Dustin will be home safe and sound.

       

      

      
        Chapter Eight

      

      It was now two days after her meeting with Nate and her bank account was still devoid of the one million. Bonnie was biting her nails, something she hadn’t done since she was a child. The deadline was approaching and she didn’t have the money. She couldn’t send the email without the money. The tension was building up by the second. Why hadn’t Nate sent the money over? Had he changed his mind? He wasn’t that type of person, that’s not how she’d gotten to know him while working those endless hours on his project. Had she misjudged him? No, that wasn’t like her. She was a good judge of character. He might be a womanizer, but he wasn’t a charlatan.

      Her cell was connected to her bank account, and the second she got the money, she would get a notification, but why wasn’t it working now? She wanted to call him and ask him, but she couldn’t do it. She kept her eyes on the clock. It was past eleven, quickly approaching midnight. If it passed midnight, it was over and she would have lost her chance to save Dustin.

      Bonnie looked at her laptop which had her email open. The message had already been typed up and all she had to do was send the email. She couldn’t, not without having the money. Just then her cell phone pinged and there was the confirmation that she had been waiting for. She sighed with relief and jumped into action.

      Quickly, she pressed the send button just as there were two minutes left until the deadline. She hoped that they hadn’t given up on her and that it was going to work. She waited for a response, and five minutes later, an email arrived. She opened it and it had only one line.

      We’ll contact you again for a pick-up point.

      Bonnie collapsed with relief. But the tension returned within a few seconds. When exactly were they planning on returning Dustin to her?
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* * *

      “Are you okay?”

      Bonnie sat motionless for a few seconds before she registered the question and stared blankly back at Mr. Winston, who was waiting for her answer. He was in his mid-forties but with a youthful, pleasant demeanour.

      “I am fine,” she finally said.

      “You don’t seem very happy, Bonnie. We are here celebrating the Woodrow campaign that you worked on, but you seem less than thrilled,” he replied, a slightly worried look on his face.

      “I am sorry, I am just tired.”

      He patted her on the shoulder. “Let loose and enjoy yourself a bit. Mingle with everyone. You deserve it.”

      Mr. Winston walked away, and Bonnie downed the drink she had in her hand. She was trying to stay calm, but everything around her was spinning. The last thing she wanted was to be at this party. The thought itself surprised her because she always loved coming to these celebrations. But all of this faded into insignificance right now. Today, her mind was on Dustin. It had been four days and there was no word from the kidnappers. Had they decided that they weren’t going to return Dustin? Had she bargained for no reason?

      The thought made her go cold all over, and she shivered. She couldn’t give up on Dustin. She had to cling to the hope that he was alright and that she was going to get him back. She poured herself another glass of wine and gulped it down to try and calm her nerves.

      Have hope, she told herself.

      She could see Mark in the distance, flirting with the new interns and she had to smile. Then her eyes fell on Nate, socializing with everyone. He saw her and smiled, his smile making her heart jolt. Why did he have this effect on her? She nodded in response and then she turned around and began to walk away. She wanted to be alone and she clearly wasn’t going to have that if she stayed in the thick of the party.

      She had to commend the planners. They had done a fine job of everything from the food to the wall-to-wall streamers and balloons. Everyone on her team had come by to enjoy the party. If only they knew about her turmoil, but why would they care? She had to deal with her own pain. Suddenly, she felt terribly alone. Maria had been no help here. She thought it was Dustin’s own fault that he was in trouble. Bonnie wouldn’t admit to that. Admitting would mean that she didn’t care about Dustin, and she did, a lot. He was the love of her life.

      At the thought of the last few words, she didn’t feel the usual warmth that she always did, but she concluded that it was because she was tired.

      She eventually found herself in the corner of the room with no one else around her. She sat down on one of the chairs and looked dejectedly at her empty wine glass. She should have brought some drinks from the bar. It was one of those times when she wanted to get drunk and forget about everything.

      “Can I interest you in this?” a familiar voice said.

      Bonnie looked up and saw Nate walking towards her, a bottle of gin in his hand. He had an empty glass in his other hand, and she took a few seconds to take in how handsome he looked in the dim light. Then again, he was always handsome and this wasn’t the first time that she had noticed that.

      “I have the wrong glass,” Bonnie said, raising hers.

      “Who cares, it’s a glass isn’t it?”

      He drew up a chair and sat in front of her, filling her glass with some gin. She knew it was way too strong for her to consume, but she sipped it anyway, maybe this would ease her troubled mind for the moment. She shuddered as the bitter strong taste burned its way down into her stomach, and watched as he did the same.

      “So how are you holding up?” he asked quietly.

      “I am as good as I can be,” she said but then added, “I mean it’s not every day your loved ones get kidnapped, is it?”

      “I understand,” he said, nodding. “That’s why I am asking how you are. I hate to see you have to go through this.”

      "Why would you even care so much about a stranger?" Bonnie commented blankly. "I thought we had a perfect life, you know? He was messed up from his last tour, but I thought that we could get through it together, but it turns out that it didn't work. He didn't care about getting back to normal. All he wanted to do was to go back and serve the military.

      "Some men have a very deep sense of duty, and unfortunately once that settles into them, it's like an addiction," Nate said.

      “I know he did. He wants to be patriotic, but why did he feel the need to do that when I was in his life? I was always there for him, why did he have to leave?” Bonnie demanded and she bit back her tears.

      Nate took out a handkerchief and handed it to her. She wiped her eyes and sighed. He filled up her glass, and she knocked it back as he did the same.

      “It doesn’t matter. I just…I don’t know what to do. I have the ransom money, and now I wait What for I have no clue!”

      Nate looked down at the floor and then up at her, “I am sure they’ll contact you again and return him to you.”

      I could only hope, she thought, her head had already started to become fuzzy.

      “Thank you for your help, Nate. I really didn’t want to ask you for such a favor. I promise I’ll return everything to you. No matter how long it takes me.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I am not a loan shark,” he said. “I admire your determination to get Dustin back.”

      Bonnie smiled and tentatively put her hand over his. Nate looked surprised by the contact and even she wasn’t immune to the rush of heat under her skin. She cleared her throat.

      “Thank you.”

      “We should go back to the party,” Nate said, looking around at the patrons.

      “Why? I like staying here,” Bonnie said. Immediately, she was surprised at her words. The room was swaying a bit, she noticed.

      “I am very intoxicated right now, and I don’t know what I am going to do if I am alone here with you,” Nate said slowly.

      Bonnie’s mouth dropped open, and she looked at the gin bottle to see that it was almost empty. She was drunk too and somehow she felt braver than usual. She wanted to know more about it or feel it somehow.

      “Ooooooh, so the great Woodrow feels tempted,” she said mockingly, “But it is rather open here…”

      Nate raised his brows and said, “What do you suggest then?”

      “My office...” she whispered.

      Bonnie could hardly believe what she was saying. She was encouraging him! But she couldn’t stop, her heart thumped wildly against her chest and the heat rushing through her was stopping her from rescinding that invitation. She wanted this, and the lust was pushing it forward. She was throwing caution to the wind.

      Nate didn't say anything and began to walk in the direction of her office. After a second, she followed him. She was unsteady on her feet but kept on walking until they reached the office. Inside, she drew the blinds, and for a second, neither of them moved. All they did was staring at each other as their chests rose in unison.

      The tension was palpable. She felt a strange feeling unfurl in her lower belly and she bit her lip. In one fluid motion, his hands were around her and his lips crashed down on hers. It was sloppy for a second, but they found their pace. He pressed her against the wall and she clung to him to stop herself from drowning. He was the only one who could save her and keep her afloat. That’s all that went through her mind.

      She couldn’t remember at what point they got rid of their clothes. She felt the world disappear in a range of fuzzy colors. All she was aware of was Nate and his voice, whispering hoarsely. She didn’t know what he was saying, and she wasn’t sure if she wanted to know either. Pleasure; that was what this was all about. She needed the distraction that he was giving her. She didn’t want to remember the trouble that she was in right now, but even as it was happening, she felt a hint of fondness for Nate. The last thing she remembered was his fingers running through her hair, reaching towards her back…

      Bonnie woke with a start. She was lying on her office couch under a blanket, which she normally kept in a cupboard for power naps. She sat up. How long had it been since…? The gravity of her situation slowly dawned on her. Nate stood with his back to her, busy dressing.

      Oh my word, she thought shocked, I’ve had cheated on Dustin!

      How could she have done such a thing? How could she have given in to temptation?

      Bonnie breathed in and out, trying to calm herself, but it didn’t work. She buried her face in the blanket. Waves of guilt drowning her, she had actually cheated on him. And worst yet, was that he was still in trouble! How selfish of her.

      Nate had turned around, and smiled. “Bonnie…”

      “Before you say another word, this did not happen,” she blurted out and reached for her clothes, which lay in a pile next to the couch.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked and approached her, but she held out her hand.

      “All of this is wrong, I’m engaged to be married Nate,” she said under her breath. “I was drunk and this was all a mistake.”

      For a moment she saw hurt flash in his eyes, but he quickly blanked over and nodded, “Indeed it was. I promise you that this won’t happen again. What happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas,” he joked and grabbed his tie, slinging it over his shoulder before marching out of her office.

      Bonnie slumped back against the arm of the couch and closed her eyes. What had gotten into her?

       

      

      
        Chapter Nine

      

      The next day, things weren’t any better.

      When she woke up, the scene from last night flashed in front of her eyes. She had actually done it. She had cheated on Dustin and enjoyed it. She was the worst person in the world. She had done it without a second thought, and though she was drunk, it shouldn’t have happened.

      Bonnie couldn’t force herself out of bed. It was only because of the incessant ringing of her cell that she finally got up. She reached for it and picked it up without thinking.

      “Hello Bonnie,” Nate’s voice sounded.

      “Nate, I don’ think…” she started.

      “Bonnie wait, just hear me out,” he half pleaded.

      Irritated she sat upright, “What do you want from me Nate; I told you that it was a colossal mistake.”

      “Well I don’t think it was a mistake,” he protested.

      Bonnie was silent and she could hear his breathing on the other end.

      “I know you regret what happened between us last night, but believe me, I have no regrets. I wanted you from the first day I saw you, and trust me, I tried not to react to my desires, but working with you every day was torture.”

      Bonnie sighed and closed her eyes, “Nate, listen to me. You’re a nice guy, but what happened between us was a mistake and it’s not going to happen again. I’m going to get Dustin back and work on my future with him.”

      It was time for tough love as they say; she was simply going to have to be straight forward with him.

      “I refuse to accept that you would sleep with me only to walk out,” Nate stated bluntly, and this time she got her back up.

      “Well accept it, I was drunk and I wasn’t thinking clearly, do with that what you want Nate,” she spat out.

      She hung up and threw her cell across the room. Her cell broke, and Bonnie began to weep at the mess that she had created in her life. Chances were that Nate would report her to Wilson, not to mention accuse her of borrowing money with the intent to fund criminals.

      This wasn’t what she had wanted. Was there going to be any redemption for her?
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* * *

      Bonnie opted to go to the office, sitting around at home would simply drive her insane. She half expected a meeting request for her from Wilson after the stunt she pulled with Nate, but there was nothing. They still had the deal, which was a relief. Perhaps Nate genuinely did care about her and was wrong about him, but she was still engaged, and her focus remained on getting Dustin.

      Since her last email to the kidnappers, she hadn’t received any further correspondence. The money was still in her account.  The limbo she was in was now a dull pain in the back of her neck that never ceased. All she could do was keep herself busy and try not to mope.

      Every now and again, when she wasn’t focused on work, or on Dustin, her mind drifted off to Nate. She missed seeing him around, but it wasn’t a specific trait that she missed either. By lunch time she caught herself sitting at the coffee shop, trying to analyse her feelings for him. It didn’t help that Nate had left her several messages, asking her how she was. It was utter madness. She shooed the thoughts of Nate from her mind as she tapped on her phone, hoping to see the email she had been waiting for. It’s been three days since she notified the kidnappers that she has the money. She can’t even begin to count how many times she wanted to run to the police, but every time she thought of it, she thought of what they could do to Dustin.

      Back at the office, she threw herself into her work, ever Mark gave her funny looks and she knew that he was well aware that things weren't as peachy as she made them out to be.

      She was going over one of her older contracts when the familiar ping of her email drew her attention.

      101 Derby Avenue, Old factory, come alone.

      Her heart raced as she read the message again. This was D-Day, but could she even trust them not to hurt Dustin, or her for that matter? She was about to walk into the lion’s den, with no protection and no guarantee.

      She glanced at the clock on the wall, the bank will be closing in an hour, if she was going to make a cash withdrawal of that much, she was going to have to act fast.

      Thankfully, despite the confused look on the banking consultants gaze they didn’t make too much of a fuss when she withdrew the money and soon she was on her way to meet with Maria. She had time, and she owed her friend that much.

      “You don’t look good. Are you eating properly?” Maria asked.

      “I do eat,” Bonnie fibbed a bit. “It’s just all this stress.”

      “I guess, but maybe you should go see the doctor,” Maria suggested.

      "I will after this whole fiasco is over," Bonnie said, and told Maria about the email, and the fact that she finally asked Nate to help, what she didn't tell Maria was the whole moment they shared at the office party.

      “I still think you should have told the police,” Maria said. “Now you have this added stress of paying Nate back.”

      “I’ll think of that later, but for now, I am going to get Dustin back.”

      “What happens once he’s back in your life?” Maria asked suddenly.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, it’s great that you’re saving him and all that, but usually you are so happy when you are talking about Dustin, but today, you look sad and lost. Is there something you aren’t telling me?”

      Bonnie hesitated and picked at the bran muffin on her plate, “No, there’s nothing else.”

      "Mhm," Maria murmured raising a brow, "So what time are you meeting these creeps?"

      “In about two hours, after sunset,” she said and glanced at her watch.

      Maria choked and looked at her, "And you're planning on going alone?"

      “That’s what they expect.”

      “You should call the police, you need backup, what if they decide they want more and they kidnap you too?”

      Bonnie had thought about this more than she cared to admit, every time she had opened her email to see if they have contacted her, she contemplated getting some sort of backup. But in the end, she was making the calls, not only for Dustin but for herself. She knew that if she walked into this situation with a clear and open mind, and it turned for worse, at least it would be with Dustin by her side. And after her cheating on him with Nate, maybe this will be her saving grace.
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* * *

      It was a chilly darker than usual night, that made Bonnie feel uneasy to start off with. She shivered as she stood all alone with the bag filled with dollar bills beside her. She had arrived ten minutes before the arranged time, and there was no sign of life. For a moment she wished she had given Maria the address, but then again, perhaps it was better she didn’t. Bonnie didn’t want the risk of Maria calling the police for her. There was no way she was going to allow any harm to come to Dustin.

      She wrapped her arms around herself and thought about the kidnappers. What if they changed their mind, what if they never showed up. Worst case, what if Dustin was already dead and the money she hands over to them was simply for his body? She shivered nervously and looked around her for any sign of life.

      She never anticipated the weather, and funny enough tonight was a chilly night and she was definitely not dressed for the occasion. It was too cold to be wearing the clothes that she had on. Bonnie sat down on the curb and pulled the heavy bag towards her. She was going to remain positive, and hope that this would all turn out right.

      Something moved behind her in the dark and she winced. What if someone was going to try and rob her? She had been extra careful when she had come to this bridge, but who knows? She was no sleuth and anyone could have followed her. Instead of a person, a ferret darted from under the brush at the end of the bridge and ran towards the dilapidated factory building.

      She let out a relieved sigh, all she had to do now was to make the swap and take Dustin back. That was all there was to it.

      The crunching sound of approaching car tires made her stand up. As she watched the road a car appeared with its lights turned off, and stopped a few feet from her. The front doors opened and two burly men dressed in black stepped out. She noticed their guns and gulped. They didn’t pay attention to her; they were busy scanning the area. Then they pulled a figure from the backseat of the car whose head was covered with a black bag. She gasped when they pulled it off and she saw Dustin, tied up, looking disheveled. She almost gave way to tears but controlled herself. Dustin looked at her pleadingly and mouthed, “Sorry.”

      One of the men stepped forward and pointed to the bag by her feet.

      “Did you bring the money?”

      Wordlessly, she nodded and picked up the bag.

      “He is okay, right?” Bonnie asked.

      “Hand over the money and you can take him back,” the man said gruffly.

      Bonnie stepped forward, put the bag down, and retreated slowly.

      Bonnie couldn’t make out her assailant’s faces hidden behind their masks, and their voices were gruff with no discernible accent. Both the thugs looked edgy, pointing their weapons at her. One man cautiously came forward and picked up the bag. He stepped back and then knelt and opened it to check if she had brought the money. The other guy kept pointing his pistol at her.

      “It’s all here, let him go,” the man who had the bag said, zipping it closed and standing up.

      Dustin looked at her, concern etched on his face. It broke her heart, knowing that she didn’t deserve his concern. She didn’t deserve any of the love that he would give her. The men cut his hands free, and Dustin started toward Bonnie and when he reached her he wrapped his arms around her and she burst out in tears.

      “I don’t like this, boss. The guy saw too much. We cannot leave any evidence behind,” one of the men said suddenly, his gun still pointed at them.

      Bonnie gripped Dustin tightly, and Dustin stiffened. They were going to die here. There was nothing they could do.

      Nate’s face flashed through Bonnie’s mind, she would never get to see him again either. With the rise of conflicting emotions and the fact that she realized that she may very well be in love with two men, she closed her eyes and waited. I’ve wasted so many chances, she thought.

      A single gunshot rang out. Bonnie opened her eyes against Dustin’s chest and frantically looked towards the kidnappers. One of the kidnappers was lying on the ground, and he looked dead. The other two were shooting wildly into the brush as they retreated into the car. She heard the ignition turn and the engine roar into action just as another gunshot echoed, ricocheting off the car. Dustin pulled her out of the way just as the car raced past them a split second later. The next thing she knew, Dustin was on his feet, dragging Bonnie alongside him in the direction of her car. Bonnie was expecting more gunshots any moment, but none came. Dustin bundled her into the passenger seat before getting behind the wheel and racing off. Bonnie held her breath, not daring to breathe until they were surrounded by streetlights again.

      They drove home to their place in a deadly silence. Once they were home, she fiddled shakily with the keys and unlocked the door. Dustin wrapped his arms around her in a bear hug and held her, whispering in her ear to calm her down. Regardless of the warmth behind the gesture, she didn’t feel anything inside. All she felt was emptiness.

      Dustin looked at her. “I am so sorry baby.”

      “Did they hurt you?”

      Dustin shook his head. “They kept me locked in a room, and if I dared talk too much they laid into me, but I kept thinking of getting back to you.”

      “How were you kidnapped?”

      “I was careless. It happened when I walked alone one day. I was a sitting duck. Next thing, I was bundled into a car and blindfolded. Several hours later, we stopped; we were no longer in the same city. When they body searched me, they found your information and called you for the ransom money.” He looked at her appreciatively.

      “Where did you get the money?”

      “I borrowed it,” she said, not volunteering to elaborate.

      “We’ll pay it back,” Dustin said earnestly.

      She couldn't return the smile and instead, she said, "Who do you think saved us back there?"

      “I have no idea,” Dustin said, shaking his head. “It could have been Drake.”

      “Drake?” Bonnie searched her memory and then remembered a muscular friend of Dustin’s who she had met a few months ago.

      “He has a bodyguard agency. I know he was looking out for me. He may have heard what happened and gotten details of the handover.”

      “That makes sense, but why didn’t he contact me?”

      “He probably didn’t want to worry you. It doesn’t matter. I am here now and our life is going to go back to normal.”

      He hugged her again and this time she did not hide the tears. This was the end of her wanting Nate. Dustin was back and he was the only one for her. With the overwhelming rush of emotion that hijacked her mind and the sense of gratefulness that Dustin was actually alive and safe, she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him like there was no tomorrow. Dustin, too, returned her kiss and snapped her up into his arms, marching straight to their bedroom. They had plenty to be thankful for, and the only way they could celebrate it was showing each other physically, just how much they loved one another.

      This was exactly how she wanted it to be, just her and Dustin, she convinced herself.

      

      
        Chapter Ten

      

      It had been four weeks since the incident, and Bonnie wished that she could say that everything had gone back to normal. All she wanted was to settle down with Dustin and start a family.

      On the outside, it did look like things were moving in that direction. The two of them went back to their routines. Dustin stayed at home most days while she went to work. They met for lunch at the café, and they went out on trips together. It was as if nothing had every happened. Maria accepted Dustin and stopped making snide remarks about him. She only once asked Bonnie discreetly if she had talked to Nate, but Bonnie simply shrugged it off. She knew she had to pay him his money, and she would, as soon as she figured out how. For the moment she just wanted to enjoy having Dustin back. Nate was a thing of the past; there was no way she was going to let him affect her life, but deep down she knew it was a lie. She kept finding herself thinking of him and checking her phone for messages from him. She knew that sooner or later she would have to face him, be it at work or at some social event; he was after all still one of their key accounts.

      Dustin didn’t notice anything, but Bonnie felt a twinge of guilt every time she looked at him. She was the one who had committed a carnal sin, in a sense, but she wasn’t sure if she could ever tell Dustin the truth, not knowing how he would react. Her motto in life was to let sleeping dogs lie.

      It was exactly two weeks since she managed to save Dustin’s life and she was finally settling into her daily routine again.  Besides her own occasional guilt trips, she was happy, and so was Dustin. He hadn’t made any further mention of tours, and it finally looked like reality had sunken in.

      She was rushing down to the coffee shop to meet with Maria, who insisted on checking up on her constantly when she felt a sudden wave of nausea hit her. She slowed down her pace and stopped to catch her breath and contain herself. She took a few deep steady breaths and then slowly walked down the road to meet up with her friend.

      “You look terrible,” Maria said. “Are you ill?”

      “Probably the lack of coffee and the fact that I’m swamped at work, Dustin’s nightmares also keep me awake all the time,” she blabbered on.

      Maria observed Bonnie for a moment.

      “Maybe you’re pregnant?”

      “What?” Bonnie asked surprised. “No, I mean, highly unlikely. All the necessary precautions are in place. I’m sure it’s just stress.”

      Maria raised a curious brow and then gingerly sipped on her coffee.

      It had happened out of nowhere. Bonnie was in her office briefing Mark on a new presentation when she began to feel faint. She stopped for a moment and reached for her desk.

      Mark stopped what he was saying mid-sentence and looked at Bonnie.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, concerned.

      “Yes, Mark. I am fine, I am just…” Bonnie didn’t get to finish her sentence as she stumbled to sit down on her couch.

      Her head began to pound and spin dreadfully and as bile push its way up her throat and she hunched over.

      “I am calling an ambulance,” Mark said hurriedly.

      “There’s no need to do that.” She stopped him. “I am completely fine.”

      The feeling of nausea passed, but she was still unsteady on her feet as she straightened up. She didn’t even feel it when the darkness closed over her and she fell onto the carpet.
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* * *

      Someone was wiping her face with a wet cloth as her eyes fluttered open. The first thing she saw was Mark’s anxious face. He drew back and helped her sit up, handing her a glass of water.

      “How do you feel?”

      “What happened?” Bonnie asked, still dazed.

      “You fainted. Luckily, I caught you or you would have crashed into the coffee table,” Mark said.

      “I am so sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”

      “I think you should get yourself checked out. I already called the doctor and they have an appointment for you in an hour,” Mark said.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” she said weakly.

      “It’s my duty as your assistant. I’m taking you there.”

      “I’ll take a taxi, don’t worry.”

      Bonnie got up. She almost fell back and thought that Mark was right. She was under too much stress and she should get checked out. With that in mind, she headed for the elevator, Mark at her side.

      As it was afternoon, the hospital wasn’t that crowded. She was told by a friendly nurse that she would be let in shortly, so she sat down and waited. She rocked back and forth, checking her cell phone to see of Nate had called. She never answered his calls, and every time she had to delete his call logs, she felt a pang in her heart. She didn’t want to do it, but she had to because she couldn’t let herself fall into the temptation. She had chosen her path and she was going to stay on it.

      “Miss Trigson?” the nurse called out.

      Bonnie got up and walked to the doctor’s room. She didn’t know the doctor who Mark had gotten for her. Inside the doctor’s office, a pleasant-looking, middle-aged woman was seated behind a sparse desk. The name plaque on the desk said that her name was Andrea Anderson.

      “Dr Anderson,” Bonnie said, trying to sound cheerful. “Thank you for seeing me at such a short notice.”

      “Oh it’s perfectly fine,” the doctor said and smiled at her.

      Bonnie felt at ease as she sat down. No doubt this will be a routine examination and a prescription. She should be out of there in no time.

      “What seems to be the problem?”

      Bonnie described her symptoms and the doctor noted them down.

      “I think we can start off with a simple blood test, just to rule out pregnancy,” the doctor stated and stood up.

      “You think I’m pregnant?” she asked nervously.

      "Well, your symptoms indicate that, but I would like to be sure."

      Bonnie’s mind went for a loop; this was the last thing she expected.

      By the time she got home, she was tired, confused and not in the mood to talk, but Dustin was waiting up for her.

      “Late day at work?” he asked as she entered the kitchen.

      Bonnie only nodded and sat down quietly. He had cooked a lovely dinner and was telling her all about his day and listening to him, she debated whether she should tell him about her doctor's visit, but then she decided to rather wait for the results as opposed to crying wolf and make Dustin panic for no reason.

      So, she listened quietly as he chattered away.

      When they finally went to bed, Dustin was quick to fall asleep, which was a relief. Bonnie, however, couldn't sleep right away, she kept wondering what she would do if the results came back positive.

      

      
        Chapter Eleven

      

      “I am what?” Bonnie asked disbelievingly.

      “You are pregnant,” Dr Anderson said, smiling. “I believe congratulations are in order?”

      “Uh, I guess… I just didn’t expect it,” she whispered as she sat down.

      “It’s a daunting thing at first, but you’ll soon find what a blessing this might be.”

      Bonnie nodded numbly and as the doctor talked about the proper foods that she should eat and how to take care of her pregnancy, a more pressing question taunted her,

      Who is the father?

      Bonnie’s mind was racing as she calculated the dates. Given the information she got from the doctor, she was about four weeks pregnant, and that could mean that either Dustin or Nate would be the father.

      Bonnie went back home in a daze.

      She could still not process the fact that she was pregnant. There was a little life growing inside of her, and she nervously rubbed her belly at the thought. She had always wanted a child but never wanted it to be this complicated.

      She made herself a cup of herbal tea and sat down at the dining room table. There was absolutely nothing she could practically do now to determine for sure who the father was. The only thing she could do now was to watch as things unfolded.

      Dustin came home, but she avoided him. Instead, she went into the bedroom, lying down on the bed. She pretended to be sleeping when he came in to check on her. Please, I can’t face this.

      She felt like her world of deceit was slowly closing in on her.

      By the weekend she had decided to just focus on the pregnancy. She could see that Dustin had become suspicious about her behaviour since she spent most of the time either in bed or in the bathroom.  Sooner or later she knew she was going to have to tell him that she was pregnant.

      By the Sunday morning, Bonnie was watching television when her cell rang. It was Nate again. Recently, he had been calling every day, but she never answered. She paid him a monthly instalment, so it couldn’t be about the money. She had nothing else to talk to him about, so she ignored his calls. It didn’t make him give up trying to get hold of her.

      Today, he tried extra hard, phoning three times in a row. Annoyed, Bonnie threw the cell on the couch and got up. She needed air and she ran outside, slamming the door behind her.

      “Bonnie?” Dustin called out from the bedroom.

      There was no answer and he set aside the book he was reading to see what was up. She was nowhere to be seen. She always said where she was going when she went out. He wasn’t sure what was going on. For the last few days, she had been distracted, and he was worried about her. It had to be the kidnapping. He knew that it had taken a toll on her, and he didn’t blame her. He blamed himself for having gotten caught by them.

      He had tried to go back to normal, but his dreams were back with a vengeance. It had gotten to a point that he couldn’t get out of the dream anymore. He didn’t like being a burden on her.

      He was wondering where she could have gone when he saw her cell buzzing on the couch. He picked it up and shook his head at her forgetfulness. She should have taken the cell.

      That was when he saw the missed calls from someone called Nate. He had heard the name from her, he was her client, but why was he calling her so many times?

      Dustin stared at the cell screen for a few seconds and then slowly redialled Nate’s number.

      It only took one ring for Nate to answer.

      “Bonnie? I’ve been trying…”

      “No, this is Dustin, Nate. I see a whole string of missed calls from you on her phone.”

      “Oh, uh, hi, Dustin,” Nate sounded flustered. “Never mind, it’s about work. You can tell her not to bother calling back; I managed to sort it out. Sorry. Bye.”

      Dustin didn’t bother saying goodbye but merely hung up.

      Was this what he thought it was?

      He staggered at the thought. There was no way she was having an affair. That wasn’t like Bonnie at all. But he thought back to how distracted she had been and it hit him.

      Suddenly, it felt like an invisible hand was clutching his throat and he couldn’t breathe, so much so that he almost fell. He covered his face with his hands in shock. There was no way, but the evidence in front of him was hard to disavow.

      Frantically, he rushed to the bedroom and started searching in Bonnie’s bedside table. There had to be evidence if she was cheating on him. He rifled through the books she was reading. There were one, two, three books on babies and pregnancy. He stared at them dumbfounded and confused.

      Again, he felt it almost impossible to breathe. He had to get out and get fresh air into his lungs. Rushing to the front door, he grabbed his bike keys, leaving his bike helmet behind.

      A deep anger came over him as he roared his bike into action. He would come back and talk to her about it. Surely, there were perfectly logical explanations for all of this. Or he had been living with a woman whose life was a lie and for whom he was nothing but an outsider. But right now, he had to unwind.

      He revved up the engine and let it fly, speeding through the streets. An unfathomable jealousy came over him. How dare that man try to take Bonnie from him? Bonnie was his. He loved her. They had been together for so long that it was given that they would be together forever. Tears of anger formed in his eyes as he sped along.

      After a few miles of riding, another thought came to his mind as he slowed down somewhat.

      Was this perhaps his fault?

      How much time had he spent with her lately? Since they met up, he’d been mostly away on work. He’d put himself in danger when he could have avoided it. He guiltily thought about his obstinate refusal to get therapy for his nightmares, which he was hoping would simply get less and disappear as time went by. In fact, he did very little and took few initiatives to get to where they wanted to be: A happy family.

      Did that mean he didn’t think about her? No, he loved her!

      Was it enough for her?

      Clearly not, she had been seduced by another man, but could he blame her for it?

      Dustin felt his heart break, and he pulled back the throttle, increasing speed. It didn’t matter. He was determined to win her back because he loved her more than anything else in the world.

      Besides, he had a massive pay check awaiting him. One that would take care of the debt they owed Nate. That certainly would get him out of their lives forever.

      But why didn’t she tell him about her being pregnant?

      Suddenly, Dustin saw a truck crossing the road straight after a blind curve. Deep in thought, he knew the moment he saw the truck he wouldn’t be able to slow down enough to miss it. He looked around for escape routes, but there were none. The embankments on both sides were steep and going up them would amount to a death wish. The last thought Dustin had was of him and Bonnie, holding hands against a golden sunset, and the next moment, his motorcycle slammed against the side of the truck.

      And darkness consumed him.

       

      
        Chapter Twelve

      

      Bonnie paced the waiting room at the hospital, while Maria sat quietly, waiting for news. When the Doctor finally made his appearance, the expression on his face was a grave one.

      “I’m sorry Miss Trigson, Dustin’s injuries were too severe, and there is nothing more we can do.”

      Bonnie stared at the doctor in shock, as her world came crashing down. There was no way Dustin was gone. He couldn't have left her alone like this. The weight of the news and the shock was too much for her and her legs gave way, but Maria and the Doctor were quick to catch her. She was led to the room where Dustin's pale body lay on a bed, surrounded by beeping monitors. She walked over to him and saw his face devoid of any colour, and she collapsed crying. How could he have left her alone? Why did he do that? She'd made a decision to be his forever. Now what?

      She wept until one of the nurses came over to her.

      “Miss Trigson, these were his belongings,” the nurse said and handed her a box.

      In the box, she found his ring and his keys. She frowned when she saw her cell phone. She pressed a button, and her eyes widened when she saw what was on the screen.

      The last call made had been to Nate’s number, yet she’d never spoken to him. Dustin must have called him.

      She knew now why Dustin had been so reckless. Seeing the many phone calls Nate had made, and after having spoken to him, he must have come to the conclusion she and Nate were having an affair.

      And now because of her, Dustin was gone. She would never be able to explain it to him.

      Consumed by grief she clutched the box in her hands and walked out of the hospital room. Her sins and her selfishness had taken away the only man she ever loved. She would never be able to hold his hand and tell him how much she truly loved him.
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* * *

      Bonnie had no idea how to cope; the next few days leading up to the funeral had been a haze of confusion and bitterness. And the only thing that kept her sane was the fact that she had a baby to think of. Somewhere in the recesses of her mind, she decided that the child was Dustin’s; it was her way of coping.

      Bonnie knew it was her fault that Dustin died. She was the reason he was gone. At the funeral, she hadn’t been able to stay there for long, and the sight of everyone crying for him had broken her. Everyone knew her, and they shared their heartfelt condolences with her, if only they knew that she had caused this. The bitterness and the guilt were slowly suffocating her.

      Finally, after most of the people had left, she spotted Drake, Dustin’s friend, who he said rescued them at the kidnapping.

      She went over to him, and they hugged briefly.

      “He was such a good guy. I can’t believe he’s gone,” Drake said sorrowfully.

      “He was, I really have no idea how I’m going to cope without him,” Bonnie said.

      “You’re a strong woman, Dustin always spoke very highly of you,” he said and rested his hand on her shoulder.

      "I guess," she said softly, "Thank you for saving our lives, by the way, Dustin told me it was you."

      Drake looked at her strangely. “I was going to ask Dustin about that. He thanked me for saving him, but I had nothing to do with the kidnapping. I mean, I knew about it and spoke to lots of contacts about it, but I couldn’t find a way of helping him. I heard about the shooting where you were present, but I had nothing to do with that.” He gave a small laugh, “It must’ve been some good Samaritan and a highly trained sharpshooter, you were really lucky.”

      Bonnie looked at him. Drake was a huge man, a career mercenary. There was just no way he’d admit to saving them.

      She put the idea aside. There was no use in speculating on it.

      

      
        Chapter Thirteen

      

      Bonnie slowly got her life back on track. She buried herself in work and keeping busy. She seldom smiled and hardly ever went out. Now that Dustin was gone, she realized how much she missed the things they did together. But a strange numbness had come over her, and often she had trouble recalling how her love for him felt.

      On a few occasions, she woke in the middle of the night crying. When she examined her feelings the next morning, she realized it was the lingering guilt she had. She tried not to run through all the ‘what if’ questions again: What if she’d told Dustin everything, and he’d forgiven her? What if she’d resisted Nate? It was water under the bridge, she kept telling herself.

      One night, she had a dream about Dustin. They were together, sitting on the bank of a river, and he was singing to her. It sounded like a lullaby. She strained herself to hear the words but couldn’t. All she could see was his kind face and the way he smiled at her.

      She felt much better after that. In fact, he was slipping from her mind fast.

      Caring for herself while pregnant was now the most important thing on her mind. She ate healthily; exercised, and made sure she got lots of sleep. Everyone at work was supportive. And Mark, as usual, was an angel and dubbed himself the baby’s godfather.

      Sometimes when she felt lonely, Nate crept into her mind. She hadn’t seen him for so long and yet she missed his company, which was strange. She had burned that bridge too and there was no way of crossing that again.

      Meanwhile, she’d been going for check-ups regularly. The baby was doing fine, but she was sticking religiously to the program Dr Anderson had given her.  

      It was during one such visit that the doctor asked an unexpected question.

      “So, is your husband as happy as you are with your baby?”

      “I’m not married,” Bonnie confessed. She’d made a vow to herself to always tell the truth from now on.

      Dr Anderson looked at her tentatively. “Oh that was a bit presumptuous of me, are you with the father though?”

      So, Bonnie decided to go the whole way and talk about what had been on her mind lately.

      “I’m… I’m actually not sure,” she said, and she spilled everything about how she didn’t really know for certain whom the father was. She told her about Dustin and Nate and how she had made the worst mistake of her life.

      Dr Anderson listened to her sympathetically and without judgement.

      “You could have a paternity test done. They’re normally very accurate.”

      Bonnie thought about it for a moment. She wasn’t sure if that would simplify her life or make it even more complicated.

      “What would you do in my place, Doctor?”

      Dr Anderson thought for a moment. “What’s done is done and in the past, I think. You’re going to be an excellent mother for your child, and with the right insight you’ll fall in love with the person who’d be the best dad.”

      And with that advice, Bonnie put a paternity test out of her mind. She’d let time deal with that.

      Bonnie had barely been home after her doctor’s appointment when there was a knock on the door. She opened the door to see an irate Maria on the other end.

      “You have been avoiding my calls!” Maria scolded her.

      “I have been avoiding everyone,” Bonnie corrected her but stepped aside so Maria could come in.

      “Look, I know you are torn up about Dustin. But that doesn’t mean that you have to avoid everyone who cares for you!” Maria said after she’d sat down.

      “I just don’t have the energy to talk to anyone,” Bonnie confided.

      “Do you know how many calls I have had from Nate Woodrow? Demanding to know how you are!”

      “Nate called?” Bonnie asked.

      “He did. He said he didn’t want to call you because he felt that it wouldn’t be okay.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      “I do. Call him and tell him that you are all right,” Maria insisted.

      Bonnie only nodded and then Maria made herself at home. They sat in front of the TV catching up on sitcoms, and she felt alive for the first time in months.

      “I have to tell you something,” Bonnie said during a break between episodes.

      “I was wondering when you were going to say something,” Maria said knowingly, and that broke the ice. She didn’t ask much about the pregnancy after Bonnie confessed all the details, apart from sharing some advice gained from having brought two children of her own into the world.

      “Maria, you are the best friend anyone could ask for,” Bonnie said, and they both laughed.

      Maria didn’t leave until dinnertime. Bonnie appreciated her support. But after she was gone, she felt empty again and wondered if she should do what Maria had asked her to do. Should she call Nate?

      She picked up the phone and dialled his number. She knew it by heart.

      “Hello?” Nate answered on the first ring.

      Bonnie cleared her throat. “It’s me.”

      “I know. How are you?” Nate sounded happy to hear her voice.

      “I am okay. Maria told me that you called her.”

      “I didn’t want to disturb you,” Nate explained.

      “I get it. Do you want to come over tomorrow?” she asked, “around noon?”

      “I would love to.”

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” Bonnie said and hung up.

      She cradled the cell phone to her chest thinking about the conversation. It had been brief, but it spoke volumes. He had sounded eager to see her and from the pace of her heartbeat, she was eager to see him too.
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* * *

      Nate wasn’t late.

      Bonnie jumped when the doorbell rang at exactly noon. She'd spent the morning at the beauty parlour having her hair and makeup done so that she looked good when Nate arrived. She was a ball of nerves waiting for him. She decided to wear something that made her look less pregnant, thankfully she carried small, and it was easy to pull off. The last thing she wanted was him to have preconceived ideas of it being his child.

      Nate looked as handsome and dashing as always when she opened the door. They greeted, and he hesitated slightly before giving her a peck on the cheek.

      Bonnie smiled and let him in, making sure she kept a safe distance. Nate sat down on the sofa and she sat opposite him.

      “How are you?” Nate asked, genuinely interested.

      “I am good. I told you that yesterday. How’s your business and social life?” she asked.

      “You did a great job on the campaign. The company is doing well because of it. I am sure we can work together again,” Nate said without a hint of irony.

      “Have you been traveling much recently?” she asked, making some small talk.

      “Not really, I have been living like a hermit,” Nate said. “I’m behaving,” he added with a grin.

      Bonnie laughed softly at that and she soon started to relax, and the conversation flowed more easily. Nate did share his sympathies with her for her loss, and she was touched by the sincerity in his voice. He wasn’t the selfish prick she once thought he had been. By later that afternoon, Nate suggested that they have dinner and he offered to help her cook. Throughout they talked and laughed, on occasion their hands brushed and Bonnie felt that familiar zing of desire shoot through her.

      Nate still had that effect on her.

      It was late when Nate finally got up to leave. She accompanied him to the door, and he turned around to say goodbye.

      “I hope I can see you again.”

      Bonnie couldn’t stop herself. She leaned forward and kissed Nate on the mouth, lingering. He slowly wrapped his arms around her, and for the first time in months, Bonnie felt safe and secure.

      “I missed you so much,” Nate whispered in her ear.

      She leaned back and looked in his eyes. “I missed you too,” she whispered.

      They stood in the doorway for more than a few minutes just savouring the moment.

      When he finally walked away, he turned around once more and waved at her. At that moment, a thought flashed through Bonnie’s mind. She remembered Mr. Winston’s remark that Nate had been in the Secret Service. She also recalled Drake’s words that whoever had saved her and Dustin must’ve been a highly trained operative. He had told her that he hadn’t had a hand in saving them. Did that mean…?

      “It was you,” she whispered as Nate’s car disappeared in the distance. “Thank you.”

      

      
        Chapter Fourteen

      

      Nate called again the next day, and they agreed to meet for dinner.

      Bonnie was nervous. She was going to play open cards, be honest and tell Nate she was pregnant. She didn’t know how he’d respond, especially when she told him she wasn’t sure who the father was.

      When Nate turned up to fetch her, they kissed warmly. Bonnie was relieved that it felt exactly like the last time they’d met. Her emotions had been so up and down during the past few months, and she was still a little apprehensive. The venue was a quiet Italian restaurant with a romantic setting that was renowned for serving excellent gourmet dishes. The waiter led them to their table, and they sat down and caught up on each other’s lives for a while.

      During a break in the conversation, Maria took a deep breath.

      “I have to tell you something, Nate,” she said. “I’m pregnant.”

      Nate looked stunned, and Bonnie’s heart sank.

      “Pregnant?” he echoed, and Bonnie could see his mind racing. He cocked his head to one side, half smiling. “Is it mine?”

      Bonnie breathed out, now for the difficult part.

      “I don’t know. I’m not sure. It could be yours or it could be Dustin’s child. And in case you’re wondering, no, I’m not going to have a paternity test done. This is my child, and that is the only thing that matters. I don’t want to complicate things. Whoever becomes the man who brings up this child with me, he’ll be the best one for the job. I know that.”

      She looked Nate in the eye, watching his reaction closely.

      Nate mulled her words for a second or two. Then, much to her surprise, he fumbled in his pockets and brought out a small, black square box. He flipped it open, and inside was the most beautiful blue diamond ring, twinkling in the half-dark restaurant.

      Bonnie looked at Nate, her eyes wide open.

      “Is this a proposal, Nate?”

      Nate looked serious, more serious than Bonnie had ever seen him.

      “I bought this ring a while ago, for you, Bonnie. But as things developed, I realized the timing wasn’t right, so I put it away. But earlier I took it out again. Nothing that you’ve told me right now would make any difference. It makes no difference whether it’s my biological child or not. I want to raise this child with you, no matter what. It will be our child. So will you marry me?”

      He’d hardly stopped talking when Bonnie answered, so loudly that some patrons stopped eating to look at the pair.

      “Yes! I will!” she said, tears forming in her eyes.

      They finished their meal and went home. Their new life together had started.
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* * *

      “I have to admit, it’s a nice ring,” Maria said begrudgingly.

      Bonnie laughed, a lovely laugh that rang out throughout the busy café, and Maria had to smile. Bonnie had come to meet Maria for the first time after the wedding.

      Maria had teared up when Bonnie told her the full story about how Nate proposed and how he had reacted to her telling him about the baby.

      “I should write a book about my life,” Bonnie said. “Some sort of self-help book for people who are on the verge of losing faith. For people who think they can cover up their antics by lying.” She sighed deeply. “It was tough, but I made it.”

      The pram shook as the baby inside began to cry.

      “I never thought that you would end up married and with a baby, you career woman, you. Come on, show the baby to me,” Maria insisted. “Isn’t that why I came here?”

      Bonnie laughed and raised little Justin from the crib, he was a beautiful child having Nate’s dark hair and sharp eyes. As she handed over her son to Maria, Maria gave her a look and Bonnie knew she had the best friend in the world.

      Just then she felt a hand wrap around her shoulders.

      “Hello, Maria,” Nate said smoothly.

      “Mr. Woodrow,” Maria said. “I was just admiring your child.”

      "Were you? He is beautiful, isn't he?" he said unabashedly.

      Bonnie gave him a small slap, and Nate sat down, his hand in hers. Then he turned to Maria, pulling her into a conversation. Bonnie smiled again.

      She could get used to this scene and then she threw herself with gusto in the conversation. She could move forward, Nate by her side.

       

      
        The End 
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        First Play

      

      The enthusiastic cheers were deafening and reverberated in every corner of the brightly lit hall.

      A blonde, ponytailed girl wearing a stylish suede jacket stood out in the grey mass of male journalists inside the media area. Tammy Forrester could barely hear her own thoughts over the booming cries and cheers of the crowd. She wanted to join them but she had to keep up appearances. With her hands clenched on her lap, her eyes followed the players’ every move, watching in anticipation as the ball moved from player to player. For a few seconds, a wall of tall bodies blocked her view, and she was tempted to jump up and peek over their heads. The sound of the roaring crowd was deafening, but it didn’t hide the fact that the ball just slammed against the backboard before is shot into the air. She was about to leap to her feet when one by one the row of fans flopped down in their seats. “Finally,” she muttered under her breath.

      But instead the red digits on the electronic clock flashed 00:00.  It was the end of the game and the score was, needless to say, disappointing. She felt this way every time the game ended differently to what she had hoped. This time however, she couldn’t believe that the trump team lost by two points.

      “You got everything right?” Tammy asked Robert, her cameraman.

      He rolled his gum from one cheek to the next as he adjusted his camera. “I got the game but we need an interview.”

      Tammy narrowed her gaze in on the group of players sauntering off towards the locker room and raised a brow. She was more than willing to bet her paycheck on getting this interview. Despite the outcome of the game, her spirit was somehow lifted, and she was ready for any challenge.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll get that interview,” she said, determinedly.

      Robert’s brows shot up and he looked at her with a deadpan expression of sheer disbelief and she knew exactly what he was thinking.

      She had always thought him to be handsome, but his looks were marred because he hardly ever smiled. He always whore the same style clothes, faded t-shirts that he got in last year’s Christmas stockings and faded stone-washed jeans. She had asked him about it once, and all he had said was that it was her job to look pretty, not his. His face was on the rounder side with chubby cheeks and when he smiled, occasionally, he looked like a friendly garden gnome.

      “So you’re just going to waltz in there and insist on an interview?” he asked.

      “That’s the plan,” she smirked.

      “You’re kidding right?”

      She rolled her eyes, although they made a good team, he had always been on the irritable side with her. He had a habit of countering every time she suggested something or answers her questions with an air of indifference. Other times he managed a 360 and attempted to flirt with her.  She had entertained the thought of him being chauvinistic. But after a while, she realized he had a cantankerous personality, but over and above he was lazy. To him it was about doing the shoot and getting paid more than anything.

      It had become clear, after only four months at Channel 6  that he had bounced from anchor to anchor until he had ended up with her. He was the talk of the town. She didn’t exactly feel special after she read up on it all, but she will hold off  judgement. Sometimes a person just needed the right break.

      She geared up, smoothed out her suit and dragged her fingers through her long dark hair. And then she took out a compact mirror and powdered her nose in an attempt to look a bit more presentable than an exasperated fan girl. She was lucky though, she never had much need for makeup thanks to her flawless skin, but a little lip color hurt no one. Her cheekbones were set high, and gave her an aristocratic look with slanted almond-shaped eyes, the color of garnet. She pouted her lips and snapped the compact closed. This was as good as it would get, she thought to herself and shoved it back into her purse.

      With  no further delay, she hurried down the stairs next to the stands and headed for the locker room. For a brief moment, her brave heart from earlier, threatened to fail her as it frantically drummed against her ribcage. She hadn’t quite thought up an excuse  of what she  would say once she got into the locker room.  Or how she would manage to get in there in the first place, but she had to think on her feet. How would she manage to get inside?

      There was always a security guard there, what if she got him distracted? And a plan formed in her mind.

      “Distract him,” she said, turning to Robert.

      “I am sorry?” he said.

      “Distract the guard so I can slip inside.”

      “Are you out of your mind? We need the footage!”

      “Give me the camera, I’ll go talk to him.”

      “You are serious about this?” Robert shook his head in disbelief.

      “Fine, don’t mess this up.”

      Tammy grinned and took the video camera from him. It was heavy, but she was strong enough to handle. This was unprecedented but somehow doing it felt exhilarating. They were already in sight of the locker room and she could see the security guard in front. She moved out of the way and watched Robert make his way to the guard. She waited breathless for a few moments until she saw the guard leave with Robert.

      Success!

      The moment she snuck into the locker rooms, the salty putrid smell of sweat choked her and she clamped her hand over her nose and mouth. She didn’t think it would smell this bad, but she wasn’t here to judge them on their body odor. She glanced around at the condition of their locker rooms. It was a typical man cave, untidy, with used towels hanging all over the place and clothes scattered on the benches. But she wasn’t here to do a story on their locker rooms or what they got up to behind the scenes. She was just here to get a scoop on the game, and hopefully, a few personal comments about the game from some of the players.

      She raised the handheld camera and scanned the room through the lens. Her first shot gave her a nice close-up of a few prominent stars, but thankfully they hardly paid her attention.  They were obviously too tired and preoccupied to even notice her. She filmed them quietly for a few brief moments and then turned off the camera and hooked the strap over her shoulder. This would be enough for the show and she didn’t want to exploit them too much. Instead, she took out her recorder and geared herself up to interview a few players.

      Her attention zeroed in on Pat Johnson, the NBA heartbreaker and playboy. She fumbled with the recorder and raised it up. Standing this close to a basketball player she was nothing, but a glorified dwarf, but she held her own.

      “Mr Johnson, how do you feel after such a close win?”

      Pat Johnson glanced down at her with confusion etched on his face. He knew for a fact that reporters never got into the locker rooms,

      “I have special permission to be here,” she reassured him. “So can you give us any comment on the close win?”

      He raised a brow and flicked the towel over his shoulder, “I guess it’s a disappointment, but it’s just a speed hump. We’ll recover.”

      “So you don’t think the addition of Marcus Delacroy as part of the Chicago Wings, have anything to do with them winning this game?”

      He half-chuckled. “It’s not one man who wins a game, it’s a team. We played to the best of our abilities, but they were stronger.”

      She tried to get another question in, but he turned around and walked to the showers.

      An odd few of the players answered some of the questions but most of them didn’t even give her a second glance. And she was desperate for more substantial comments for the 10 ‘o'clock news. But all she was left with were the stragglers who didn’t want to give her the time of the day.

      She refused to give up. This was her first real shot at becoming an accomplished journalist and if she would impress her bosses, she could not fail to deliver. Channel Six may be nothing but a stepping stone in her rise to fame, but it was the most important one. She spun around, determined to stalk into the showers when she collided with a solid wall of flesh, followed by a loud OOMPH!

      Stumbling she tried to regain her balance when two strong hands gripped her upper arms and steadied her. She slowly raised her head and from the water clad chest with droplets that caressed her savior’s skin she sucked in a breath. This was all brawny male and dripping testosterone standing in front of her.

      She dug deep for composure, stepped back and looked up at him, only to stare right up at Wade Conley. He was definitely the last person she expected to run into and the amused look in his eyes, and sideways smirk, spoke volumes. Everything about him was tainted. His bad boy reputation exceeded him. Every tabloid drank up his antics about his bad drinking habits and his unsated desire for supermodels. He was the favorite for gossipmongers.

      She was momentarily speechless. Now she could see why so many women fanned over him. Being this up close and personal, he was flawless. She didn’t want to admit it to herself but his good looks had a hand in it. He easily towered over her 5 foot 4 frame and his broad shoulders weren’t helping in easing her tension. His eyes were an intense green with flecks of nutmeg and his face was handsome in a rough sort of way. It was as if he was sculpted by Michelangelo himself. His out-of-bed hair was blonde with lighter streaks. It was hard describing his raw appeal but she could feel it radiating off of him. If she didn’t know better, he could quite easily charm her socks off.

      Her common sense kicked her brain into gear and she cleared her throat nervously.

      His lips flat lined the moment he looked down at her hand and she clutched the recorder in her fist.

      “How did you get into the locker rooms?” he muttered with furrowed eyebrows.

      She cursed inwardly. “Your team manager gave me a pass,” she lied and raised the recorder. “Given the close win today, how do you feel about the loss with only two points?”

      He scratched his cheek and then dragged his fingers through his hair.

      “We’ll make a comeback, we had a bad second half with a few handling mistakes, but nothing that will keep us from winning the championship.”

      Tammy worried her bottom lip, these were all lame questions. Everyone had seen the outcome of the game why bother harping on that.

      “On a personal note, I heard through the grapevine you were offered a spot at Chicago Eagles. Is this just gossip, or are you considering a real offer?”

      Wade cocked a brow and rolled his shoulders. “Whatever you heard sweetheart, is news to me.”

      “That isn’t the answer I am looking for,” Tammy said wittily.

      “That’s the answer you will get from me so take it or leave it.”

      Her brows shot up. “That’s very...”

      “Rude? Well Darling, that’s how I roll, so unless you are interested in something else...”

      At that, he stepped forward, pushing her back up against one of the lockers. She glances around for any sign of life, but they were alone and that unnerved her. When he reached to pull his shirt off over his head, she felt a twitch of something in her stomach.

      “We could always take this interview to private quarters,” he said.

      Tammy was shocked to see how much that appealed to her but she had her pride and she kept on glaring at him. The little flutter in her stomach were no butterflies, oh hell no, this was her jerk alarm vibrating at 6.9 on her inner Richter scale. With her defences back in place, she planted her hand against his bare chest and casually pushed him away from her.  He had some nerve to think he could play the prince charming card on her.

      “You aren’t the first guy to come onto me in a locker room,” she said icily. “And you sure will not be the last, so I suggest you let me do my job.”

      “I am the best looking one,” he said cockily.

      She was tempted to smile, but her irritation with herself rather than him prevented her. She would not stand there and let him make a fool of her.

      “You could be Harrison Ford for all care. What I want is an interview, here and now.”

      He huffed and looked at her, “I don’t do interviews, but entertaining women on the other hand…”

      She snapped and glared at him. “Do you do this to every reporter who asks for an interview? Corner her in the locker room?”

      “Pretty much,” he shrugged.

      “You should change that attitude or it will earn you a painful kick in your nether region.”

      Even as the words left her mouth, a sudden wave of nausea hit her and she felt the edges of the room begin to ripple as her head spun. Her skin grew cold and clammy despite the hot air and steam from the showers. With all the strength she could muster, she shoved past him and ran out of the locker room with her hand clasped over her mouth.

      So much for first impressions, she thought just as she hunched over the toilet.

      

      
        Second Play

      

      Tammy looked at herself in the mirror, taking in the pallor of her skin. Beads of sweat glistened on her forehead. She reached for a paper towel and dabbed across her forehead. Leaning weakly over the sink and trying to stop the room from spinning, she took a few deep slow breaths. It must have been the corn-dog, she thought and vowed, to never again, have the greasy crap they feed people at a Basketball match.

      As soon as she felt more stable, she turned the tap on, cupped her hands and splashed the water on her face. She was as white as a sheet, but at least she wasn’t feeling like death anymore. She took out her essential makeup out of her purse and applied it. The last thing she wanted was for Robert to question her current state of health and ability to keep it together for a simple interview.

      By the time she excited the rest room, the whole stadium was empty, complete pin drop silence. It was even creepier than she had imagined. She headed across the deserted parking lot towards the news van where Robert stood impatiently tapping on his wristwatch.

      “Where were you?” he demanded.

      “I told you I would get an interview.”

      “Did you get anything?”

      She handed him the camera, and he immediately started to look through the footage. His face contorted in displeasure.

      “This isn’t enough!” he exclaimed. “What about an interview?”

      Tammy shook her head and sighed. Wade Conley lingered in her mind and she blushed as the thought of him shirtless.  At the moment, she hadn’t been quite focused on his body but now, thinking about it,  he was built like a Greek god. How would she be able to get that out of her mind? Although his arrogance was annoying, it was overshadowed by his good looks.

      The woes of a woman, she thought wryly.

      Robert was still berating her over the footage and she felt a twinge of annoyance. She was the reporter, how dare he try to berate her? She was about to say something to him when he stopped and shoved the camera in the van.

      “It's fine, we’ll manage it somehow,” Robert said.

      Major whiplash, he was definitely bipolar, she thought and rolled her eyes as she made her way around to the passenger side. His moods were a mystery to her. She herself knew how bad it would look for her in the office and this was her first assignment too! With just a few statements from players, she doubted that it would be enough for a headline story. Once she was in the van, she took out the recorder and shoved it into Robert’s hand.

      “I think this will do,” she murmured.

      He brought it up to his ear and listened to it, rewinding once or twice.

      If only she could have gotten some useful interviews, but now all she had were the one interview with Johnson, and the lesser than perfect interview with Wade. Although they were both very prominent figures in Basketball, their comments were nothing short of boring.

      Robert muttered something under his breath and turned to the back of the van to put her camera and recorder away, but she wasn’t paying attention to him. Her eyes had fallen on something on the other end of the parking lot, a shiny red Porsche. She had thought everyone had left by now. So caught up in her own thoughts, she startled when she felt a hand on her shoulder.

      Tammy looked up at Robert and frowned. He had that creepy look on his face again and she was instantly on guard.

      “Don’t worry about it. I am sure it’ll be fine. Why don’t we get drinks after we drop this stuff at the station?”

      “No, thanks, I’m feeling knackered. I need some sleep,” she said feeling slightly sick.

      “Come on, it’ll be fun, you’re so tightly wound.” He murmured, leaning in.

      Tammy backed away, but that didn’t stop him from leaning even closer.  This time she felt a vice wrap itself around her chest as her panic escalated. Robert had tried some similar moves before, but he had never been this persistent.

      “Robert, I really need to rest. We can do drinks another time,” she whispered nervously.

      His hand clamped down on her knee. “You’re always so full of excuses, you need to live a little.”

      She tried to pry his hand from her knee, but he was already halfway across the center console. The stale smell of cigarette smoke and beer choked her, and she turned her face away while she tried to grab the door handle.

      The next thing, she heard the driver’s door open, and then Robert’s hand was gone.

      “She doesn’t look all that comfortable buddy,” Wade in a threatening tone.

      “Hey! Get lost!” Robert said annoyed.

      Before she could even register what was happening, Wade had Robert by the scruff, practically dragging him from the van. In a panic she launched herself out of the van and came running around to where the two men were wrestling.

      “STOP!” Tammy shouted, trying to pull Wade away from Robert.

      It wasn’t easy considering he was stronger than most men she’d ever met, but she kept on trying and somehow it worked. He drew back, and she let out a relieved sigh.

      “What are you doing?” she demanded.

      “I was trying to help you, from where I stood, that looked like sexual harassment if I’ve even seen any.”

      “He wasn’t doing that!” Tammy said.

      “Looked that way to me.” Wade looked at Robert, now groaning on the ground.

      “He’ll find his way back. You need a ride home?”

      “I can go home by myself, I’ll just get a cab,” she said, taken aback by how easily he changed the subject. It seemed like Wade didn’t hear her because he didn’t react to what she said. Instead, he took her hand, gently and pulled her with him. Tammy couldn’t even react, her heart had already betrayed her. It beat loudly against her chest as they walked to the shiny Porsche she had seen earlier. Behind her, she heard Robert still groaning, and she grimaced. She would bet her pay-check he was going to lay a charge of assault.

      Wade slid in next to her and the car purred like a cat as he started it.

      You could slice through the tension like a hot knife through butter. He was still not sure how or why he had instinctively looked towards the reporter van when he did. But in a way he was glad he did. She was clearly in a sticky situation. What he didn’t quite understand was why she still defended this sleaze ball when he was obviously forcing himself on her.  Regardless of the fact she was a reporter, and an annoying one at that, there was something about her that intrigued him. And if he had to be honest with himself, she was beautiful, not in the supermodel kind of way, but in a subtly flawed kind of way. Maybe that was it, her casual demeanor and the fire in those eyes, when she insisted to get an interview and nearly stormed the showers.  He had to give it to her, for a woman, she had balls of steel. The last reporter that tried a stunt like that came off second best.

      He took a deep breath and regretted it almost instantly. Her distinct sweet scented perfume gave him a head rush. It was a mix of pure woman and something exotic, and extremely potent. Without giving it a second thought he wound his window down.

      She shifted next to him.

      Where are you taking me?”

      “My place,” he said bluntly. “I think you could use a drink and I don’t want to go to a bar.”

      “I can’t drink,” she protested abruptly.

      He kept his eyes on the road. “Is it a religious preference or just abstinence?”

      “N-no. I am cutting back.”

      That sounded like a lie, he thought but shrugged it off. “Fair enough, then its water or coffee, whatever you like, I am not picky.”

      “I’d rather you take me home.”

      He should take her home, it’s the right thing or actually the sensible thing to do, but for some reason he wasn’t quite done with her.  And this had BAD written all over it.

      “And where would home be?”

      “Across town, in Stamford.”

      He chuckled, “Sorry sweetheart, but I’ve just finished a game and I’m sure as hell not driving across town.”

      “Then I’ll get a cab, you can stop here.”

      He shook his head and turned left into Maple Avenue. “There’s no way in hell I’m leaving you here to wait for a cab. I have a guest room, you can crash there and I’ll take you home in the morning.”

      FOOL! He scolded himself. He had never had a woman sleep over at his place. It usually involved a whole night of steamy sex, and drunkenness elsewhere.

      “I can’t possibly impose on your privacy,” she protested.

      “You’re not imposing.”

      He’s just going to give her place to crash. That’s all there is to it.

      She whispered a thank you and then grew silent.

      “Thank you for what, me saving you from your colleague, or kidnapping you for a cup of coffee?” he said.

      “Robert isn’t usually like that. I mean he flirts and all but he’s never tried something like that before. I don’t know what got into him…”

      There she goes making excused for her colleagues’ bad behavior again. What was it with women who fall victim to assholes and then still make excuses for them? No wonder abuse rates were sky high worldwide.

      “Look, it doesn’t matter. I am just glad I was passing when I did.”

      She didn’t respond, and he left it at that. No need harping on about what could have happened. Whatever her reasons were to defend the jackass, they were hers. She’d thank him one day for saving her.

      “Nice car by the way,” she mumbled.

      “Thanks, cost me a pretty penny, but it’s worth the attention I get from the ladies.”

      “Are you always like this?” she asked irritably.

      “Like what?”

      “Arrogant and… and… ugh!” she muttered under her breath and he could feel her eyes on him.

      “I’m not arrogant, I’m honest and a realist. The car was expensive, and the chicks dig it.”

      He slowed down to a stop and pulled into the undercover parking of the high-rise apartment block where he stayed. It only dawned on him then he was bringing a reporter to his place and suddenly questioned his sanity. There was absolutely no guarantee that she would keep his address a secret. He could still turn around and rather take her home, but somehow he didn’t want to.

      “Don’t make a big deal of my address. I went through a lot of trouble to make sure I stay under the radar.”

      “Shouldn’t you be nervous about bringing a reporter to your place then?”

      Great minds think alike, he thought and chuckled, “I don’t think it will matter and besides, I don’t think you are going to spill.”

      He could almost sense her rolling her eyes, but refused to confirm his suspicions. She could make of it what she wanted, and he’ll handle the hail of bullets if it came to that.

      Tammy didn’t bother waiting for Wade to do the gentlemanly thing and open the door for her. She got out and stepped away from the car. Wade nudges his head and gestured for her to follow.

      The floor was tiled in black marble, and against the walls were abstract art pieces. The front desk was, strangely enough, unattended. But needless to say, this was one of those upper-class residential apartment blocks where only the rich and famous were welcomed. And compared to her little place, this was a palace. They walked up to the open elevator where he pressed the button for the top floor. Trapped in this confined space was doing a number on her. She would have expected him, shirtless to be intimidating, but standing here next to him, dressed in a crisp fresh button up shirt and jeans, she felt even more intimidated. Her stomach twisted into a ball and the sensation caused heat to rush to her sex.  She clasped her hands together and cursed herself. It was only a few seconds when the doors opened up into the penthouse, but the time in the elevator felt like hours.

      “Welcome to my humble abode,” he said mockingly.

      It was everything but humble in her eyes. Everything screamed of high class décor and modern tastes. She took tiny steps, taking in everything before she felt his hand on her wrist leading her towards the cream-colored couch. He sat her down and then disappeared through the hallway. She sat, stiff like a corps with her hands clasped on her lap. She glanced around the living room, taking in the décor again. Everything was so impersonal, no family portraits, or personal sensible art. It was like a scene from a futuristic movie.

      Wade appeared next to her and handed her a glass of water.

      She took it from him and he sat down beside her, setting his own glass on the coffee table. Surprised because he was also having water she turned to him.

      “Aren’t you drinking?” she asked.

      “There’s no fun in drinking alone,” he said playfully but his eyes spoke volumes.

      “So why did you bring me here?”

      He shrugged. “I felt like it.”

      “Thanks again for helping me back there. I didn’t take you for the chivalrous kind.”

      “I am not,” he said with a serious look in his eyes.

      “But then why…”

      “Call it an impulse,” he interrupted.

      He took a sip of water and set his glass down on the table. She felt the subtle change in the atmosphere and set down her glass as well, having drank it all in one gulp.  She looked away from him, not wanting to show him how his closeness affected her.

      “Something wrong?” he whispered.

      “Nothing. I think it’s time I head on home,” she breathed.

      “I don’t feel inclined to let you go at the moment.”

      She turned to him sharply, which was a mistake. It gave him the chance he needed to close the distance between them. Everything slowed down as his lips careened towards hers. She should resist him, but her brain refused to register. And as she melted into the kiss, she faltered and gave up any preconceived resistance. He smiled into the kiss as he lightly tugged on her bottom lip with his teeth, and her hands automatically moved to his shoulders. It was then she knew that she was a goner. Their bodies moved closer and her chest constricted from the lack of air.

      He was murmuring something but she couldn’t hear what it was over the rush of her own blood. Her heart was thrumming, ecstatic by the excitement flowing through her veins. A part of her common sense protested, telling her she shouldn’t do this, but she silenced her conscience. Maybe just tonight, she would let forget her inhibitions and just live a little.

      He pushed her back onto the couch and the subtle kiss turned into a raging storm. She tugged at the buttons of his shirt, desperate to tear it off him. He was not far behind. Peeling her cashmere top off eagerly until his hands roamed over her bare stomach and up to cup her lace covered breasts. The moments her finger tips touched his bare chest, she moaned softly. There was no turning back.

      She had done the very thing she had promised she wouldn’t but it felt so right.

      

      
        Third Play

      

      Tammy turned lazily under the sheets as she slowly started to wake up. Sunlight was spilling in through the half drawn curtains and baking warmly on her naked skin.

      She opened her eyes, and she stared up at the unfamiliar ceiling before remembering where she was. Reaching for the bed sheet to cover herself, she looked around, but there was no sign of Wade. There was movement somewhere in the penthouse and her heart skipped a beat. Instead of satisfying her curiosity she stayed in bed as she let the consequences of what she had done wash over her. Guiltily, she cursed herself, how could she have allowed this to happen?

      Why had she let herself be swept away? Yes, the night had been amazing but was it really worth it? Did she really want to be labelled as one of Wade Conley’s conquests?

      That wasn’t even the worst part. The worst part was that she shouldn’t have done such a thing because it this exact thing that had landed her in the situation she was in right now. Hesitantly, she placed her hand on her stomach and rubbed in a circle. There was a small life inside of her and she had no idea what the future held. Was she really going to carry on with this haphazard life style while she was facing motherhood? No.

      She hadn’t quite adjusted to the whole situation yet, she hadn’t even taken a pregnancy test, but she was sure she was pregnant. She hadn’t had her period and the bouts of morning sickness all added up. It was a hurdle but Tammy wouldn’t let it get her down.

      She got up from the bed and picked up her clothes. She needed a shower, but right now running for the hills was far more promising. It was surprising for her to feel so shy but she couldn’t help it. Wade Conley intimidated and scared her on a whole new level. Uncertain as to how he would treat her, she wanted to be out of here as soon as possible.

      She glanced over at the clock on the night stand, she had no choice. She would have to wash up, and get to the office, there would be no time to go home first. Tammy tip-toed to the door and listened for Wade then quickly slipped into the bathroom, and closed the door behind her. She grimaced as she tried to pull herself together, how would she even face Robert or her Boss today?

      Once she was done, she went back to the bedroom and retrieved her mobile from her handbag. There were five text messages, all from Robert asking her where she was. She groaned softly but slipped it back into her bag. Robert would have to wait.

      “Good morning sunshine,” Wade smirked as she exited the room

      He was fully dressed, in a casual t-shirt and jeans, but his hair was a mess, wet and falling over his forehead. God he was hot, she thought and felt the heat rise to her cheeks. And all she could muster was a mumbled good morning.

      “Help yourself to some breakfast and then I’ll drop you at your place.”

      Tammy sensed the dismissiveness in his voice but shoved it to file thirteen; she would not let him affect her any more than he already had. Shame threatened to swallow her. She was already walking on egg shells thinking of how this would play out for her and he had the audacity to be so casual about it. She fought for composure and picked a muffin from the tray on the kitchen island.

      “Are you going to train this morning?” she asked.

      “I need not train.”

      Unbelievable, she thought. “Everyone had to train, or are you too good for the rest of your team? Your stats might be up there, but surely you train with the team.”

      When she said that, he looked interested.

      “How do you know about my stats?”

      “I am a sports reporter, of course I know your stats,” she said.

      “Impress me,” he said grinning.

      “You have played 20 games, averaging 15 points and 8 assists.  Most of your stats are exceptional but considering your volatile nature, you don’t lose your cool in the court.”

      He ignored the jab she threw his way and said, “Not bad.”

      “I follow basketball. It’s my job.”

      “Your job is to follow sports. Basketball however…” He trailed off.

      She rested her chin on her hand and looked at him.

      “What about it?” she asked.

      “You must come from a family that likes basketball.”

      “Guilty as charged.”

      “So tell me more,” he said, looking interested.

      She hesitated, usually she didn’t talk about her family, but he seemed interested. And this might just give her a foot in the door and get him to open up to her.

      “It’s simple, really. My dad used to watch games on the TV and whenever I heard the commentary, I would run to sit with him,” she smiled at the memory. “My mom wasn’t too happy about that.”

      “Why not?”

      “She is a bit old fashioned. She didn’t want me to be too engrossed into sports. She wanted to raise a dainty girl who does ballet and girly things. I wanted to play sports. She got used to the idea eventually though.”

      “Did your dad play?” Wade asked.

      Tammy’s eyes sparkled.

      “He used to play a lot with my brothers. They would always go to the nearby basketball court and I would tag along. That’s when I started commentating. It was fun, and I kind of just got better as I got older. I knew this was what I was destined for.

      His laughter reverberated right to her core and she couldn’t help but smile.

      “Not bad. You seem to be cut out for the job, I mean; you managed to sneak past Gary into the locker rooms. That takes some skill,” he said.

      She laughed and shook her head. “No skill needed if there’s no one to fool. He wasn’t around and I took a chance and it paid off, sort of anyway.”

      He crossed his arms and leaned back against the counter. “Sort of? From where I stood you got to interview quite a few good players.”

      She picked the raisins from the muffin and dropped them on the small plate. “I wouldn’t call those interviews. I asked questions, they gave me one- liners. Whatever they had to say, I could have gotten from the game.”

      “Well, now you have a story,” he smirked.

      She frowned and tilted her head to the side. “What do you mean?”

      Wade raised his hands and gestured in the air as if he was holding up a banner. “Tammy Forrester beds Wade Conley, a behind-the-scenes bedtime story.”

      Tammy nearly choked on a crumb at his comment. As hilarious as it sounded that would be the last thing she wanted as a headline.

      “Are you always this cocky about your antics?” she muttered and dusted the residue of bran muffin off her shirt.

      “Normally, but if you really need a ground breaking interview, I could give you one.”

      The thoughtfulness behind the offer touched her, but she knew that it wouldn’t help. An interview with Wade Conley, yes it would make waves but it wouldn’t be good enough for her considering his track record.

      “Thanks but no thanks. You aren’t exactly what I need for the news.”

      Wade frowned.

      “And what exactly does that mean?”

      “I mean you have talent but you are throwing it away with all of your antics. You’re tabloid material.”

      His brows drew together, and he stepped forward. Her words seemed to have angered him, but instead he slipped his hand under her locks of hair and crushed his lips against hers. Tammy was breathless when he drew back and almost dumbfounded as he said,

      “It didn’t seem to bother you last night.”

      She fought against the smile that tugged at the corners of her mouth.

      “No it didn’t, but that was in the bed and not the court. Like I said tabloid material, and if you carry on like this, your career would steer to the edge of a cliff. You have all this talent but you are taking it for granted. Someday soon, you’ll be too old to play the game, and you’ll end up being just another icon, framed on a college wall.”

      “You sound sure of yourself.” His eyes were hard and Tammy knew she was walking on thin ice, but she was honest.

      “It’s almost certain. I followed your career for a long time and I have read up on every scandal you have been involved in. Kids look up to you, and all they will end up seeing is the guy who screwed every super model, drank till he was in a stupor and an egotistical male with a bad temper.  It’s looking pretty grim.”

      He let go of her and grabbed his keys. “You’re running late.”

      She knew what that meant; he was effectively dismissing their conversation. She would not push him too far, so she stood up and smoothed down her skirt. The uncomfortable silence persisted throughout the ride home, but she didn’t attempt to break it and she noticed the stony look on his face.

      “You can drop me off on the corner,” she said as they approached her place.

      Half expecting him to ignore her request by deliberately dropping her off in full view for everyone to see, he turned into a small side road and stopped the car.

      She felt a twinge of regret. She really hadn’t meant to hurt him but the truth always hurt. Still, she wished that they could have left it on better terms. As she got out of his car she turned back, but all she saw was him speeding away.

      

      
        Fourth Play

      

      After calling in sick the day before, Tammy had a lot of catching up to do. The constant ticking of keyboard keys was the only thing echoing in her office. She was working frantically to get her reports into the editor for review. She spent most of the morning avoiding Robert, knowing he would have plenty to say about the whole incident the night before. And he would definitely try to fish for information about Wade Conley, and she was not going to divulge any information about what happened the moment she got into his car.

      A slight knock on the door drew her attention, and she glanced up from behind her laptop.

      “Look what the cat dragged in,” Robert mumbled flipping a match-stick from one side of his mouth to the other.

      “Morning,” she said curtly.

      “Listen, about the other night…” he started and approached her desk.

      Tammy’s hands paused above the keys and she closed her eyes. “Let’s move on shall we? I don’t want to talk about it.”

      Robert stopped in front of her desk. “Yeah but I wanted to apologize for my behavior.”

      “Fine, you’re forgiven,” she muttered. “Now if you’ll excuse me…”

      “I mean I don’t want you to go and tell the bosses about it, it could mean the end of my career you know?”

      She stopped what she was doing and looked up at him and simply stared with one brow raised. She didn’t utter a word, but the look on her face did the trick. Robert nodded and sauntered out her office and she let out a relieved sigh.
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* * *

      The Florida Eagles had agreed to a press interview, and Tammy and Robert had been one of the first news teams to arrive.

      As usual she was posted in front of the camera with microphone in hand. Robert held up his hand and silently counted down from five.

      “We are coming to you live from the Florida Eagles Press room, where they have agreed to an interview regarding their upcoming matches. As inside sources reveal, the match against the Chicago Concords was one of the few they have lost, which was by a mere two points. But could this be a steady decline in wins for the Eagles?”

      Microphones stood towering in front of them like a mini-town of electronics. She had been surprised when her director told her that they had a special invitation to the interview, but something she would not question. This could be her big break. There was a buzz in the room, and reporters from other stations waited impatiently for the Eagles to take their seats behind the table on the podium.

      Tammy eased back and took her seat among the reporters and looked over her notes. Just then the door to the side of the interview room opened and the coach, team manager and Wade walked into the room. He looked smug and as she looked at him, he turned to meet her gaze. She felt a pang in her chest as she took him in. It was a natural feeling, considering the way they had left things off. He kept staring until she looked away.

      She took out her trusty recorder and got ready to record everything. Robert would be recording everything, but she wanted to get everything in her recorder for her notes later. She turned back to see Robert who was glaring at Wade. The rivalry between the two men was obvious.  She had seen the aftermath when she had gone to work. His face had been a canvas of black and blue bruises. At least Robert hadn’t held it against her and he had actually toned down his flirtations so something good came out of the whole situation.

      Robert had asked her what had happened afterwards, and she had lied, saying that he had dropped her at her house. She would not tell him what had actually happened, she had dignity or what’s left of it.

      A part of her had hoped that Wade would call or leave a message that everything was okay between them but he had done nothing about it so she didn’t push it. It wasn’t her place to do that.

      The murmurings lessened as the coach got their attention. Tammy liked Coach Matthews, he had a stellar reputation for being a strict but able coach. He always pushed his players but not too hard. He was a veteran with more grey hair than white. He was still a powerful looking man despite his age.

      Tammy got ready to take everything down. She had gotten a reprimand from the network but her saving grace had been that no one had managed to get an interview so she was in the safe zone for now.

      Coach Mathews began to speak, talking about the disappointment of their recent loss and she listened carefully. But she noticed that most of the attention seemed to be directed at Wade which wasn’t all that surprising. The media were like sharks and he was giving them fresh blood. There was no way they would lose the opportunity for a story.

      The coach talked for a while and Tammy admired the way he spoke. His words were concise and clear, there was no room for any twisting that the media was prone to do. She was glad she could get the material she needed for the news, but everything went downhill when it was time for the press to ask questions.

      “Are you changing anything for your players?” one reporter asked.

      “Yes, they’ll undergo a bit more training to smooth out the rough edges,” Coach Mathews answered.

      “Do you think they’ll all cooperate?” a reporter asked brazenly.

      Tammy stared at the rival reporter in shock. As a person who was familiar with the jargon used by the press, she knew exactly what the person was trying to imply but she didn’t think they would broach that topic. Meanwhile, she could see that Wade was still staring at her and part of her wanted to stand up and shout at him. She wanted to demand to know what he wanted from her. She wasn’t the one who had run away from him. It had been him who had left her in front of her house. Could it be that he was feeling remorse for it? But that wasn’t her issue. All she had to do was report the news.

      “Of course they will,” the coach said taken aback.

      “We know some of your players have a tendency to misbehave.” the reporter continued.

      “Show me a man who doesn’t misbehave,” the coach said firmly.

      At that moment, a voice rang out.

      “You are talking about me right? Sure, I might sneak out once in a while to enjoy the company of a woman but that will not affect my abilities to play the game, now will it?” Wade said grinning.

      Cameras clicked away and Tammy was open mouthed as she stared at him. How could he so brazen? Why would he say something like this out of nowhere? The first thought that came to her mind was that he was trying to get attention, but she knew that thought was unrealistic. Why would he do that?

      But as she looked at him, she saw it might be true from the way he stared her. There was a flash of desperation but she thought she might have been imagining it. She knew he had managed to hit the headlines once more and she couldn’t help but be angry at him for that. It was exactly the opposite of what she had told him to do. She had told him to be normal, to not take things too far but clearly he didn’t want to listen to her. There was nothing she could do about that and she only stood up and walked out.
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* * *

      Wade tossed the ball towards the hoop but missed. Frustrated, he threw the ball against the wall. He still had the image of Tammy in his mind, the way she had looked at him at the interview  had been merciless, but he had deserved it. He couldn’t fault her not when he had done something outrageous in the first place.

      Wade knew he was out of balance. That he wasn’t like the others and it wasn’t because his therapist told him that. His therapist always had a little too much to say but Wade had to admit that his therapist was right about one thing which was his sex addiction and his need for attention.

      The strangest thing was that after he had met Tammy, he hadn’t had the urge to sleep with anyone else. He remembered the way she had looked when he had met her. She had a fire in his eyes he liked and though she was scared of him, she had refused to show it and had stood up to him. Wade liked feistiness in a woman. He had been serious about trying to seduce her but he hadn’t thought that it would mean something. He had succeeded, but he hadn’t expected the emptiness that came after he left her at her house. That wasn’t something that usually affected him. He had tried to avoid thinking of her for a few days but it hadn’t worked. Like a bad cold she kept crawling back into his mind, refusing to set him free.

      His coach had been pissed at him for his stunt at the interview and this time he didn’t even try to defend himself because the look on Tammy’s face had been engraved in his mind. For the first time, he was asking himself if all the antics were worth it. Did it have any meaning? He had a good career right? Then why was he trying to mess it up?

      Wade wished he had the answer to that.

      He was broken out of his reverie when he felt a push.

      “Sorry, didn’t see you there,” one of his teammates said sarcastically.

      The teammate in question was Jordon Anderson. Like Wade, he was 6 foot 3, but he was the center. His dark hair and good looks was like his own but Jordan didn’t have the roughness that Wade had. He was a good player, but he had always harbored bitterness against Wade for all the attention he got. They always butted heads and usually Wade like riling him up but today, he was already on the edge.

      “Let’s not go there today.”

      “You have some nerve,” Jordan said angrily. “Do you even care about this team or are you more into the attention you get?”

      “Careful,” Wade said.

      “Or what? All you’re worried about are the women you get to bed, but news flash, we have our careers to think about and you aren’t helping that one bit. One broken chain in the link has a negative impact on the entire team.”

      “I told you to be careful,” Wade  barked.

      “Oh please, is that a threat? You’re a coward and an arrogant bastard!” Jordan retorted.

      He shouldn’t have said that, Wade thought.

      He launched himself at Jordan and they went crashing to the ground, aiming punches at each other. Jordan was definitely as strong as he was, but Wade was driven by rage and he aimed the punches blindly, not caring what he hit. A part of him told him that if he continued like this, he would end up being benched or worst, scratched from the team for the season.

      It was always his anger that won in the end.

      Wade felt his fist connect with something followed by the sickening crunch of bone under his fist. Jordan cursed and pushed him off, his hands going to his nose. Wade’s vision focused to see copious amounts of blood seeping through his finger and landing on the shiny court floor. The horror came soon, and he was stunned by what he had done.

      Through the corner of his eye, he saw his coach headed towards them. Coach Mathews lips pursed but thunder clouds following him. He barked at the medic in the corner to take care of Jordan and then turned to Wade.

      “I know you do a lot of shit but doing something to your teammate is out of line. This is my last warning to you Conley, one more outburst like this and you are benched for the season.”

      Wade watched numbly as the coach walked away with his teammates following behind. It was then that he felt completely alone.

      

      
        Fifth Play

      

      He shouldn’t be here.

      That’s what Wade told himself as he stopped his car in front of Tammy’s house. He shouldn’t be here but he had been driven by a need to see her, one he could not explain.  After the whole debacle, his only thought had been to come and see her.

      Wade parked his car, got out and headed straight for the building in front of him. He didn’t know which floor her apartment was on but he would find her.

      “You are Wade Conley right?” The on-duty guard said excitedly as he got to the entrance. “I love watching you in the game!”

      Wade was all too used to strangers walking up to him, and more than often it frustrated him that he couldn’t even enter a department store without being stormed by fans wanting his autograph, but this time he could put his fame to good use.

      “Thanks,” he smirked. “Listen, I’m looking for Tammy Forrester, the reporter?” The guard shifted uncomfortably, and Wade knew he wasn’t at liberty to give out information of the tenants, unless you were IRS or a Government official. He had to think fast, and he ruffled his hair and grinned sideways. “You see, she did give me her details, but I kind of misplaced it. She’s expecting me.”

      “Lemme call up and check with her,” he said and reached for the phone.

      “No need, I’ll come back later, but since I’m here, why don’t I give you to two tickets to our next game. Front row seats.”

      This had to be a trump card, he thought, and he was right. The guard grinned and then put the phone down.

      “She is on the ninth floor, the third door to your left, apartment 903. Very nice lady,” the guard said helpfully.

      He smiled at the man and as a bonus he signed an autograph before heading for the ninth floor. He paced the elevator while he rehearsed what to say to her but nothing he thought of seemed in the least bit adequate. The way he treated her after their night together was inexcusable.

      The elevator slid open and a couple in a heated embrace broke apart before him and the young woman smiled shyly and broke away from her man. For a moment Wade anticipated that one or the other would realize who he was, but neither did. The man nodded and took his girls’ hand and led her into the elevator, while Wade turned sideways for them to pass. Usually he couldn’t enter any establishment without people noticing him, but these two lovebirds were so engrossed with one another that they hardly cared for who he was.   Perplexed walked down the corridor until he got to apartment number 903.  He still had no idea what to say, or why he was here in the first place. Just as he raised his hand to knock on her door, all he felt was thin air and Tammy stood wearing PJ’s and slippers with a packet in her hand and her lips parted.

      “Hey,” he said and his lips curved into a sideways smile.

      Wade wouldn’t openly admit it, but seeing her in her PJ’s was probably the sexiest thing he’d ever seen. Cotton pants with paw prints and a matching shirt. It was like a twilight zone compared to the usual silk and lace lingerie he normally preferred his women to wear.

      Tammy’s heart skipped a beat the moment she opened the door only to stare straight into Wade’s eyes. In an instant she felt heat flush her cheeks. She was about to dump her rubbish down the refuse shoot and then head to bed. The last person she expected to see was Wade. She instantly switched from surprised to annoyed, mostly as a defence mechanism. She exited her apartment and closed her door behind her then slipped past him and walked over to the refuse shoot across the hallway.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked indifferently.

      “I came for help.”

      Keeping her back turned on him as she fiddled with the shoot handle; she tried to keep her cool. She was still angry at him for what he had pulled at the press conference, but he had come to her for help? She couldn’t even fathom how that had come about.

      “What can I possible help with,” she muttered and slammed the shoot door shut with a loud bang. “The infamous Wade Conley doesn’t need help, he needs a miracle.”

      She flinched at her own words, but as a reporter she spoke her mind when she felt the need to. Freedom of speech was her motto. When she turned to face him, she saw the slight surprise in his eyes, but she refused to let that affect her. His hair was a mess, and he avoided her gaze like a school boy that’s been scolded. Her attention was drawn to his hands; he was rubbing his left hand. That’s when she noticed the bruises on his knuckles. Great! She thought, another fist fight, like he would ever learn from his mistakes.

      “I did something today that I am not proud of,”  he admitted.

      Her heart ached for him, he looked genuinely lost, but she couldn’t let that affect her. She steeled herself and reached for her door. What she should do is close it and leave him in the hallway, but instead she left it open.

      “Is it going to make headline news?”

      “No, Matthews will hush it up, but today while we were practicing, I got into a fight with Jordan and I ended up hitting him. I broke his nose.”

      She shoved her vulnerability aside and walked over to the fridge to take out a bag of peas and handed it to him. “Ice will help reduce the swelling,” she simply said.

      “I just lost it, and I was so out of line…” he started.

      She circled him as if he was a hot plate she was trying to avoid.

      “I’m sure you didn’t come here for ice or medical attention and since Matthews will hush up the incident, why are you here exactly?”

      She turned the kettle on, more a ploy to keep busy than anything and took out two cups.

      “I thought a lot about what you said and you are right. I made a lot of mistakes but I had no one to point it out to me as you did. Or they never tried.  You were the first person to tell it like it is.”

      She gave a single laugh and raised her brows. “Oh believe me, I am not the only one, if I’m not mistaken Eva Gregory once told you in an interview for CNN, that you’ll lose your career to a bottom of a bottle and a bar fight. Sugar?” she asked off topic.

      “No thanks,” he said.

      She continued to make the coffee. “And if I recall, your words to her were- That’s what rehab’s for,” she quoted.

      An awkward silence followed, and she knew she had hit a nerve. She turned to hand him is coffee, and he took the cup from her.  He looked like he was beating himself up as it is, and here she was rubbing salt into the wound.

      “That was almost two years ago, and then I didn’t care what people thought. Now things are different.”

      She brought her cup to her mouth and took a sip of her coffee studying him.

      “Why now?”

      He shrugged. He hadn’t touched his coffee, and he placed his mug on the counter.  “That’s what I don’t know, but somehow, when I’m with you I want to be a better person.”

      That caught her off guard and sent swirl of emotion through her that reached into the very depths of her soul.

      “How hard did Jordan hit you exactly?” she asked smiling. He was clearly experiencing an emotional burn out or he was losing his mind.

      “I’m serious Tammy; I need you to help me.”

      She should send him home, but she couldn’t. She should really tell him to find a therapist, but somewhere deep down, that twinge of hope sparked and was threatening to turn into a devastating fire that would consume her completely.

      “How am I going to help if I hardly know the real Wade Conley? All I know is your TV persona, the playboy who has a penchant for drinking and sleeping around.”

      Hypocrite! she scolded herself.

      Wade nodded, “I know, you’re right. Few know what goes on behind this facade of fame, but I’m willing to show you who I am. Come with me,” he said and held out his hand.

      Her brows drew together, “With you? Now?”

      “Right now.”

      She was about to head to bed, and she was dressed in her PJ’s, there was no way she would go out anywhere dressed like this, unless the apartment was on fire.

      “I’m not dressed to go out, you’ll have to show me some other time,” she protested.

      “It will take you five minutes to change.”

      He was utterly and frustratingly persistent; she thought and rolled her eyes before skimming past him to go change.

      Tammy rummaged through her closet for something to wear. Although she tried her best to be indifferent, she couldn’t deny the exhilarating feeling that scorched her insides. She took out a maroon dress and would change into it when she remembered how form fitting it was. Her hand went to her stomach. The slight bump was showing, but to this point she hid it pretty well. Instantly the exhilaration was replaced by guilt and nervousness. What was she thinking, trying to keep this hidden from everyone, and on top of that allowing herself to get all infatuated with a famous sport star?

      Her gaze moved to the dustbin in the corner of her bedroom. She had finally gotten the nerve to do the pregnancy test, and it confirmed her predicament.  Now it was only a matter of time before people would start to notice it, and all the questions would roll in. Strangers and colleagues she could handle, but she wasn’t so sure how she would break the news to Wade. She needed to keep him at arms-length at all cost. He needed her help, and that was all she would offer.

      She roused herself and picked out a looser blue dress, changed quickly and brushed her hair, applying light lipstick to complete the look. She would not try too hard.

      Wade was waiting for her and he said nothing when he saw her, he only smiled and offered her his hand. She returned his smile but kept herself from taking his hand. Instead she skirted past him to the door and let him out.

      When they got to the lobby, the guard on duty grinned from ear to ear, and she narrowed her eyes playfully at him. She knew the moment she saw the look on his face, that he had let Wade upstairs, but she couldn’t fault him. What Wade wanted, Wade got.  The cool evening air surprised her, and she fought hard against shivering, praying that Wade wouldn’t notice the gooseflesh that broke out all over her arms. She should have brought something warm to wear.

      “I hope you don’t mind the car,” Wade said drawing her out of her reverie.

      Surprised to see a VW instead of his Porsche she smiled. “I’m a simple girl; flashy cars have never been my thing.” It was true, she had never been someone to be materialistic, she was more simplistic by nature, besides in this car she felt more at ease, it suited her style.

      He talked little in the car and she almost expected him to take her to some high class place for dinner. Instead, he pulled up to Big Joe’s Diner. A casual yet popular hangout, but not at all what she had expected.

      “Wade!” A pretty petite red head called out as they entered the deserted diner. “Glad you made it.”

      “Yeah, sorry I’m late, I got held up.”

      “Not at all, Papa said you might be a little later than expected.”

      At first Tammy was sure that the girl was one of Wade’s conquests but she could see none of the animosity she would have expected from the girl who just smiled at her. The young girl led them to a table and sat them down, promising to bring the best for them.

      “I am guessing you are a regular,” she asked.

      “Pretty much. I come here whenever I need a boost.”

      “It seems…”

      “Unlike me? I am a normal person first and then a celebrity.”

      “How often do you come here?”

      “Once a week or so. I like it here, it’s quiet,” he said.

      The red-head returned with milkshakes that towered above the rim of the glass with whipped cream.  But the moment the smell of the sweet vanilla hit her senses her stomach growled. She had experienced none of the cravings she had expected to feel from pregnancy until now. She didn’t bother to wait for an invitation, instead she dove right in and took a sip of the gourmet milkshake and it felt as if her senses were orgasming.

      “A fan of milkshakes?” he asked laughing.

      “A fan of food,” she corrected.

      He nodded approvingly at that and in no time, there were burgers and fries in front of them. The girl winked at Tammy and then walked off. Tammy wasted no time in digging in and he did the same. Soon they were joking with each other and talking about their favorite shoes.

      “I used to think that I wouldn’t be able to do this. After I started playing, women started to hit on me without wanting to know me. They were only ever interested in bragging rights. At first I was offended but somewhere along the way, I had gotten rid of my morality and I had become the person they had wanted me to be. I guess with fame comes an immoral sense of self. Something ninety percent of celebs fall prey to.

      Tammy smiled and nodded, “Unfortunately fame comes with a hefty price tag.”

      Wade leaned forward on his arms and looked down at his empty plate. “The thing is, you made me realize just how superficial this lifestyle really is.”

      Tammy couldn’t help but smile at him for saying that. Maybe there was hope for him after all.

      “I think somewhere deep down my average Joe lurks, which is why I make a habit to come here at least once a week.”

      “And fans, do they not try to break through the front door to get to you?” she asked.

      He chuckled, “Sometimes, but it comes with fame and fortune, I just deal with it as best I can.”

      While they enjoyed their dinner, Wade shared stories about his childhood and she reciprocated, talking about her life with a fond smile. She never regretted her upbringing because it made her the person she was today. She didn’t gloss over anything and told the story hiding nothing about her poor background.

      For the first time since she met him in person, she didn’t feel nervous. In fact, she enjoyed the casual nature of their evening so much that she hadn’t even noticed the time.

      “Wade, it’s already past midnight.”

      He looked down at his watch and pulled a face. “Damn, I didn’t even take notice. I suppose it’s time to get you back home.”

      She nodded and took her purse. “I’ll settle the bill.”

      “Over my dead body,” he laughed.

      “No seriously, I can claim back from work.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t think so. I’ll sort Gustav out later.”

      Tammy conceded and smiled. Wade apologized to the red-head for keeping her and soon they were on their way. The short drive home was over too quickly. Wade walked around the car to open the passenger door for her, but she was already halfway out of the car.

      “Don’t you ever allow a guy to treat you like a lady?”

      Tammy laughed and shook her head, “I can handle myself thank you.”

      Wade shrugged but closed the door behind her before walking her up to the entrance.

      “Good night I guess,” he whispered.

      “Do you want come in for some coffee?” she blurted without thinking and immediately wished she hadn’t offered.

      Wade stared at her and a smile grew on his face.

      “I don’t want to overstay my welcome.”

      “I’ll make sure you don’t,” she teased. “Besides, you never had the first cup I made you. I might just warm it up and send you on your way.”

      As they stood in silence waiting for the elevator, Tammy could feel the heat simmer in the pit of her stomach. The air was charged with static expectation, which she tried to ignore, but with Wade so close to her, she could hardly breathe. His musky manly scent intoxicated her sense, and she half wished that it would evoke morning sickness instead of passion. Maybe she had made a mistake inviting him up, she thought briefly, but she couldn’t change her mind now. She would see this through.

      The elevator pinged, and the doors slid open. Wade let her step in first. Her legs trembled so much she felt the need to lean against the elevator wall. When he stepped in, he pressed the button to the ninth floor, but didn’t turn around. He watched her intently. The moment the elevator doors slid closed, he reached for her, and she went willingly. An invisible magnetic force drew them together and his lips crushed hers. Tammy’s head spun, and she clung to his shoulders for dear life. She was on a downward spiral to disaster, but she had no desire to stop her fall. Wade’s lips slanted against hers and his tongue slipped past hers, exploring the confines of her mouth. His hands roamed over her curves and down over her bottom and he pulled her roughly against him. Tammy instantly felt her stomach push against his arousal and that was enough to cause her to panic. Wade must have felt her hesitation and instantly broke the kiss and drew back.

      “I’m sorry, I was out of line…” he started.

      Even as he spoke, something inside of her broke. She didn’t want him to stop, regardless of the outcome. She was a hopeless romantic fool, or just a fool, period.  She didn’t allow him to finish the sentence, instead she leaned up and pressed her lips against his and breathed, “Shut up and kiss me.”

      With that the elevator doors slid open. Wade lifted her effortlessly, and she fumbled for her keys. Hot heat and passion was all she lived for in this moment, and if this was the last she would have of Wade, she would take all she could get. Her heart and mind would simply have to recover from the slaughter.

      Like clock-work, Wade stirred at around 6am.  It was his internal clock that woke him up every single day. In the past he would go for a run but in recent months, he had gotten overly confident. This morning however, he could use a run. Between the day before and this morning, he must have had some sort of epiphany.  He stretched and when he turned to the side, he saw Tammy lying on her side, her bare back towards him. He was tempted to lean over and kiss her shoulder but didn’t want to wake her up so he got up from bed. He put on his pants and took a look around her apartment. He hadn’t done that yesterday since he was too preoccupied by more important things.  Just remembering the way she lost herself in his arms, made him smile.  It had been the best night to date, and he wasn’t exaggerating. He really felt that the night had meant something to him, it was something far more substantial than any of the other dates he’s had before.

      He walked through the hallway until he came to the living room. He saw her simplistic couches and TV before turning to the framed images on her wall. There was a family portrait on the wall, with a younger version of her in the middle.  Beside it, were a few certificates and degrees, and a photo of her in her toga at her graduation.  He pinned her to be the type who excelled in most things in life, and he was right. With honors in journalism, she really was somewhat of a passionate genius.

      “Good morning,” he heard a husky voice behind him.

      Tammy stood there, draped in the bed sheet, smiling at him.

      “Did I wake you?” he asked as he turned towards her.

      “No you didn’t.” She walked over to where he stood. “What are you looking at?”

      “I was just looking at your accolades. It’s rather impressive,” he murmured and dropped a kiss on her lips.

      “Hard work, many sleepless nights and lots of Ritalins paid off in the end,” she laughed softly.

      “I thought you would be one of those girls who would study at Harvard or…” he started.

      “To go to a really well known institute?” she finished the sentence for him. “My family isn’t that well off and I didn’t want to add a burden to their finances, so I opted for alternative methods to get my degree.”

      “That’s very noble.”

      “Not really. I take life as it comes. Like they say in poker, you play the hand that you are given and nothing more than that.”

      “That’s a good philosophy.”

      She averted her gaze and stepped away from him. “You’ve had it lucky, a prestige school, Harvard University. The talent seekers fought tooth and nail to get you for their team... but you’re throwing it all to the wolves. Why?”

      He got closer to her and took her hands.

      “I guess fame got the better of me, but ever since I’ve met you, my perspective has changed. Like I said, you make me want to be a better man.”

      She squeezed his hands and said, “I can only lead the horse to the water, you have to make the changes, but I’ll try to help as best I can.”

      He smiled relieved, and she whispered, “I don’t have to go to work today and I make a killer scramble. How about some breakfast?”

      He mussed her hair and nodded, admiring her back as she headed back into the room to get dressed.

      

      
        Sixth Play

      

      It was a full house.

      Tammy couldn’t help but feel pride as she looked back at the audience. They were ready for the game and so was she. Robert was trying to get her attention, but she was listening vaguely to him, her attention consumed by the thought of Wade. He would do good wouldn’t he? He had done very well during the last three games and she was thrilled to see the improvement in him. She had to admit that she had her doubts after his promises but she was happy that she was wrong.

      Wade had done everything to the tee. He had cut down on his drinking and his practices seemed to go well. On her advice, he had made amends with Jordan, coming back to her place with a bruise on his cheek. When she had asked about it, he had said it was a small price to pay for what he had done to Jordan. She assumed that everything was okay between them.

      Tammy went about her job before the start of the game and got an interview with Coach Matthews. He was cautious as he talked to her and she could tell that he was under stress. He admitted that he was nervous about Wade losing his temper again, but was hopeful since he had changed his routine. He commented on the fact that Wade’s attitude had been slightly adjusted.  But only she knew why. To date, they could keep their liaison under wraps and no one suspected anything.

      The game was about to start, and Tammy and Robert went to take their front row seats near the box.  It was after they sat down that Robert leaned forward and said,

      “Wade seems to be behaving himself.”

      “You think so?” Tammy said carefully.

      “Yeah, he doesn’t seem to make nearby as many headlines as he usually does. Looking at him, someone would say he was whipped.” Robert looked at her, as if he expected her to spill, but she only smiled and kept her eyes on the court.

      She knew Robert had his suspicions, especially after Wade rescued her from him, but she wasn’t willing to divulge any information to Robert. She had both their reputations to think of and it would not help either of them if this particular morsel of news hit the headlines.

      She was eager to see him appear on the court. Being who they are, it wasn’t easy to spend time together. Wade had to bribe her night guard to keep quiet about his nightly visits.  And although they often went to Big Joe’s for dinner, they had to stick to the rule; no touchy feely. To the public, she was a reporter, and he was her target. As long as the public believed that, the gossip columns would remain oblivious to what’s going on behind closed doors.

      The players jogged onto the court and Tammy had to control herself from getting up to see him. Wade grinned in her direction, but in such a way it seemed as though he was smiling at the crowd. She heard Robert muttering beside her but she didn’t care about what he was saying. She was only focused on the game and on Wade.

      The game buzzer signaled the start of the game, and she kept her eyes on him. He had a look of ease on his face as he took the ball from the opposition, making sure it reached his teammates. Within minutes it seemed that they had scored two points. Tammy had her notebook out and pretended to make notes instead of cheering him on as she wanted to. The game went smoothly for them and by half time; they were leading by eleven points. It was a small lead, but she knew it would increase steadily. It was looking good for the Florida Eagles.

      To appear neutral, she interviewed the players of the opposition who hoped for the win. She went over to their captain, Andrew Jenkins who was still clinging to hope.

      Half time ended, and it was time for them to go back onto the court. This time, Tammy was on the edge of her seat. This would fix the win for them and she was breathless as she watched Wade maneuvered the ball smoothly, letting no one but his teammates touch it. As a sports fan, she was riveted by the display of skills from the entire team, but it was Wade that kept her attention.

      She spotted a couple sitting a row in front of her, they seemed so happy, clinging to each other like two newly weds and her heart cramped. Although Wade and her were intimate, there was really nothing substantial between the two of them. They were nothing more than consenting adults sneaking around and playing nookie when they got the chance. What future would she possibly have with Wade? The thought of it, stifled her excitement, and she sat down. Wade had told her he was seeing his therapist and mentioned in passing that the therapist was treating him for a sex addiction, but after sleeping with her, he hadn’t had the urge to sleep with anyone else. Initially she was flattered that she somehow tamed the beast, but what if this was all a novelty, and once it wore off, he would be back to his old antics?

      The game passed too quickly, and they had won. This time, Tammy let a small cheer escape her mouth which made Robert stare at her suspiciously before heading for the winning team. The coach was grinning now, and he answered all of their questions easily.

      When she interviewed coach Matthews, he had his hand around Wade and he said, “All thanks to all of us and thanks to Wade. You outdid yourself man,”

      “Don’t be stupid, we did it together.”

      Wade reached out to pinch her back, which made her almost turn to him to give him a scolding but she was in her reporter persona so she couldn’t say anything about the mischievous twinkle in his eyes.

      “Hands off Conley,” she muttered in a professional tone before walking away from him and letting him celebrate with his team.

      Robert and Tammy left together, heading for the van. She had to make the stop at the station to deliver the footage after which she could go home and wait for Wade. She was almost certain he would come unless he went to celebrate with everyone.

      “How do you feel now?” she heard Robert ask.

      “I am sorry?” she said.

      “I heard you retching a lot in the bathroom over the last few weeks and I was worried about you,” he said but there was no sincerity in his voice. In fact, he looked predatory as he spoke.

      “I am completely fine, just a stomach bug,” she said shakily.

      “I don’t think so, stomach bugs don’t make you gain weight do they? And you have gained a bit in the last three months.”

      “I don’t know where you are going with this,” Tammy repeated.

      She hadn’t gained a lot in the last four months. She had squeezed in an appointment with a doctor who said it was normal not to gain any weight in the first few months. The bump actually became noticeable during the sixth month. Until then, she had gone under the radar by wearing looser clothes but she knew she couldn’t keep it up for long. Sooner or later, she would have to tell Wade as well and the thought scared her.

      “We can cut to the chase. I know you are pregnant and that you have been hiding it from everyone,” Robert said.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Denying it is of no use. I can go ahead to the boss and tell him about it. He wouldn’t think twice about replacing you.”

      “What do you want Robert?” she asked straightforward.

      “I want you to do something for me. Something that’ll stop me from spilling, a bit of extra incentive if you will,” he said sleazily.

      Tammy hated him then, for the look in his eyes, his demeanor and for cornering her. She wanted to say no but she couldn’t. Her job meant everything to her, if she was fired, she wouldn’t be able to do anything. She would be unemployed, what would she do then?

      “I want to come by your house after we drop the footage off,” he continued.

      Another stab to her gut and she could only nod, making him smile in victory as he packed everything in. Tammy felt sick as she got in, hating herself for what she was about to do.

      As the car started, Tammy felt like she was riding towards the end of her morality.

      

      
        Seventh Play

      

      “Great job today Conley,” Coach Mathews said with a wide smile.

      “Thanks coach.” Wade grinned widely, happy at all the compliments he was receiving.

      All around him, there were cheers resounding in the locker room. His teammates were congratulating each other, and he felt proud of himself for having helped in the victory. It was Tammy’s influence of course, she always brought out the best in him. He couldn’t help but feel thankful to her for it. She had helped him so much throughout these last three months. She had cheered him on and helped him go through all the temper tantrums.  He had found many reasons to love through these months, for her unwavering loyalty and patience for him. He was proud that he had behaved himself and he wanted to go to her but he had to stay with his teammates for now.

      They cheered each other but when everyone invited him to go out with them and have some drinks with them, he declined. He didn’t want to wait any longer. He looked at the clock and saw it was near ten which meant that she would be back home from the station. Just to make sure, he took out his cell and placed a call to her.

      Usually they talked all the time and texted each other. He smiled as he remembered one of her texts telling her to always be calm. She was thoughtful that well. She always answered his call on the second ring but today she was late and it worried him for a brief second until she answered.

      “Hello?” she said.

      Wade frowned as he heard the tension in her voice. Had something happened at work?

      “Hey, it’s me.”

      “Right, hi,” Her voice had no enthusiasm which surprised him.

      “So, I am done here. Can I come over?”

      “Actually don’t because I have a lot of work to take care of.”

      The tone of her voice raised an alarm, and Wade frowned. Something wasn’t quite right. She sounded out of it, and it wasn’t like her to act this way.

      “Are you sure? I could really use your input tonight.”

      “Not tonight. I have work to do,” she snapped and hung up.

      He refused to accept that, he would see her whether she liked it or not. Wade rushed to get going. His mind was completely preoccupied by his thoughts. Maybe she had work stress, and he knew exactly how that could affect a person. He understood the struggle she had to go through because she talked about it with him and he had shared some of his pains as well. When he had first joined, he had been regarded as the runt for being as young as he had been so he could understand her struggle to make a name for herself. He was willing to help her in any way he could. That was something he had promised himself.

      Recently though, he had noticed detachment from her and it felt as if she had something on her mind. He hadn’t pressed, knowing that she would tell him when she was ready. Truthfully he didn’t care what she would say, there was nothing that would change how he felt about her. That was something he was sure of. His love for her had grown and nothing would decrease it.

      He was close to her place, and he parked. But as he was about to exit the car, he saw something that made him do a double take. A news van pulled up in front of her building and he saw Robert exit from it. Why was Robert here so late at night?

      Even the most heinous thought in his mind made him curse himself because he knew Tammy could never cheat on him. She wasn’t the type of person to do that. He had to know what was going on so he exited the car and followed Robert at a distance until he entered the elevator. He opted to run up the stairs because he didn’t want Robert to see him.

      He reached her ninth floor and took a few deep controlling breaths, but he remained by the stairs as the elevator doors opened. Robert walked out, looking so smug that he wanted to punch his lights out. As Robert pressed the doorbell, he headed towards the door. He wouldn’t stand by and let this happen. Tammy opened the door just as he came to view.

      “Wade!” she exclaimed.

      “What are you doing here?” Robert spat out. He turned to Tammy and said, “Is this your way of making me shut my mouth? You better tell him to get lost.”

      That confirmed his worst suspicions, and he advanced with a fierce look on his face.

      “Wade, leave please,” Tammy said softly.

      Wade wouldn’t listen to her. There was no way he was leaving her alone and without thinking twice, he drew back his fist. Before Robert could see what was happening, his fist connected with his jaw and he went down. He didn’t wait to put in a few more punches before Tammy pulled him back.

      “STOP!” she shouted but this time she was crying.

      Her tears made him stop but when Robert got back up and glared at him.

      “I will not let the same thing happen to me twice! This time I will make sure it’s on the news and your career is over!”

      He ran off leaving the two of them. Wade was breathing hard and Tammy had her hands around his waist and she was sobbing softly.

      He eased her hands off and led her inside where they sat down on her couch.

      “Can you tell me what’s going on?”

      Tammy couldn’t speak. She sobbed and buried her face in her hands. Wade waited for her to calm down because he wanted the whole story from her. He knew something was terribly wrong here from the way she was sobbing and if she told him, he would go back and punch Robert until he couldn’t stand up. He had never liked that guy. He had known from the beginning that Robert was a piece of work and if he had his way, he would never let Tammy be near that guy ever again. Unfortunately he didn’t have that kind of power so he had to suffer through it. This time, he wouldn’t restrain himself.

      “I am sorry,” Tammy choked out.

      “Please tell me what’s going on,” he requested.

      “You are going to hate me.”

      “I could never hate you,” he breathed.

      “You will because I have been lying to you.”

      Wade frowned, if there is one thing he hated, it were lies, but this was Tammy, and over the past few weeks he’d grown to love her. He would not lose his temper with her so he wrapped her in his arms and pulled her closer, letting her cry on his chest because he knew it would make her feel better. It did, and she clung to him desperately.

      “Please tell me what’s going on,” he said.

      “I am pregnant,” she whispered.

      Wade felt his breath leave his chest when she said that. For a second, he wondered if it was his and he blurted out, “Is it mine?”

      Tammy shook her head and said, “Before I met you, I made a mistake. It was a one night stand, no-one important. I was out with friends, we had a good time, I got drunk and well, one thing led to another. I never saw him again.”

      Wade had to use all his willpower to remain calm. He was disappointed, but who was he to point fingers. He had many one night stands, and for all that he knew, he had fathered more than one child in his career. What he didn’t understand is what this all had to do with Robert.

      “I don’t get it, what does this have to do with Robert?”

      “He found out I was pregnant. I couldn’t exactly control the morning sickness and I kept throwing up at work. That’s what happened the first time I met you, I was nauseated in the locker room and I had to run from you because I couldn’t handle it. You must have thought I was just crazy,” she laughed a little at that he smiled.

      “He blackmailed me today. He said if I didn’t do what he wanted, he would tell the bosses everything. He would make sure they knew and if they found out, they would fire me. I couldn’t let that happen so I let him come over so I could talk him out of it.

      “What exactly was it that he wanted from you?”

      She gave lowered her eyes shamefully, “He wanted me to sleep with him.”

      “And you would have considered it?” Wade asked, trying his best to sound calm.

      “No!” she exclaimed. “I am a lot of things but I am not a cheater and I will never be one. I was going to convince him to keep his mouth shut until I spoke to you and to management at the station.”

      She looked at him and took in his silence.

      “I believe in the hand I am given, and this baby is part of it. At first, I thought I couldn’t handle it and I considered abortion but I already love this baby and I am not letting go.” She stood up and walked over to the window. “I don’t expect you to stick around. This would do so much damage to your career, and now you’re finally on the right track, I wouldn’t even consider letting you throw that all away.”

      Wade came to stand by her and put his hand under her chin and raised her face. Before she could comprehend it, he was kissing her, and she felt his sincerity through his kiss.

      “I don’t care if you are pregnant, and I am not letting go of you. We’ll sort this out,” he breathed and pulled her into his arms.

      Tammy cried again and Wade hugged her, relieved and happy that she had trusted him.

      “You don’t have to get involved in my troubles,” she insisted. “I’ll think of something.”

      Wade shook his head; he would not let her take the fall on her own. For now, he didn’t care what would happen to him because she was all that mattered to him. He would never forget that and he wouldn’t let her forget that either.

      

      
        Final

      

      Tammy sat quietly in the stands, this time not as a reporter but at Wade Conley’s pregnant girlfriend.

      Coach Mathews was tight lipped during an interview and refused to divulge much of the game plan to the reporter. Wade kept looking her way smiling, and she knew he was only trying to convince her he was okay.  Tammy felt like crying. Ever since the news of his involvement with her, Matthews had benched him.

      She could see her fellow reporters whisper when they saw him on the bench. Robert had done what he had set out to, and she had been suspended. He had also told Coach Matthews who was inclined to believe him given Wade’s history.  We’ll weather the storm, he had told her, and although she wanted to believe him, right now, these waves were far too daunting to ride.

      But even though things seemed pretty gloomy, there was a spark of light.  Who knew underneath all that arrogance was a person so noble? Tammy had never had anyone protect her like this and seeing this was the most touching thing. Wade had told everyone that he had fathered her child to protect her virtue. It had been against her will, but he insisted.

      She caught Robert smirking at her where he stood behind his camera and she wanted to spit at him. How dare he be so happy at ruining someone’s life? Did he have no conscience?

      But more than Robert, Tammy blamed herself. She blamed herself for her poor choices in life. She should have been the one to protect him than let him take the fall for her mistakes.

      Her bosses had suspended her pending a disciplinary enquiry, but reassured her that it was merely procedure. She would not lose her job, but that was the last of her worries. Right now, it felt like nothing. It felt like it didn’t matter because it wasn’t only her career that mattered to her. Wade mattered too. His support had meant everything to her. He had been her shield, and he was doing the noble thing for her. A part of her wanted to shout at him for doing that. She could take care of herself right? Isn’t that what she had done all her life?

      Then why now was she letting a jerk like Robert dictate her life?

      Was she such a coward?

      For a week, Wade had comforted her. She couldn’t even say anything to comfort him. She had seen the sadness in his eyes, at losing the chance to play. She knew if it had been the old Wade, he would have shaken it off and pretended that it didn’t matter. No, she wouldn’t let his hard work go to waste.

      She couldn’t because she loved him, more than anything.

      The stand was full, the murmurs of the audience were loud enough to cover the court. Everyone was setting up their cameras to record the game. That’s when she stood up and walked over to Robert.

      “Let’s go,” she ordered.

      “Go where,” he muttered.

      She leaned in and glared at him. “This time you don’t get to ask why, if you want to keep your job, I suggest you follow me. Your stunt a few weeks ago in the parking lot will do a lot more damage to your career than my pregnancy.”

      “You wouldn’t,” he glowered.

      “You want to try me?”

      Robert scowled and gathered his equipment, and they headed over to the players but she turned without calling forward any of the players.

      “Hello, this is Tammy Forester reporting live. We are here for the latest match of the Florida Eagles. Right now, all of you are all wondering why star player Wade Conley has been benched. Coach Mathews has divulged nothing to us yet but I do have news for everyone.”

      Robert looked uncomfortable and her face hardened. She would not let him off so easily.

      “Here’s the thing, no one knew this but Wade Conley and I are dating.”

      At her words, Wade got up from the bench and she could see him from the corner of her eyes.

      “I am also pregnant. But my cameraman, Robert Kelvins, found out about everything and threatened to blackmail me for certain, favors.”

      There was a hushed silence in the crowd if a pin dropped you would hear it.

      Robert put down the camera, his face completely red but Tammy had an audience. The rest of the stations had turned their cameras towards her and she was glad she had their support so she kept on speaking.

      “He came to my house but Wade had known something was wrong and before he could take advantage of my predicament,  Conley stepped in. He didn’t care about giving up his position because he cared about me. I was suspended, and pending a disciplinary enquiry, I stand a chance to lose my job, but before I do, I want to set the record straight. Wade Conley is, in my eyes, a hero. And I’m in love with him.” Tammy’s eyes pricked with tears.

      Wade strode over to where she stood with a big smile on his face and the crowd erupted in cheers when he took her mike and handed it to the referee who stood close by. He didn’t have to say a single thing, and when he cupped her face and kissed her in front of an entire crowd of spectators, her heart melted.

      For the first time, she allowed herself to smile and knew everything would be all right from now on.

      She had him with her.
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* * *

      Wade watched the players practice, but he didn’t try to join them. There was no use in it anyway because he would not play in the next game, anyway. He was still on the bench but he wasn’t bitter about it. He deserved it. He understood now how much slack the coach had been cutting him. He had always been tolerant, and he held no grudge against the coach for it.

      The thing that made him so happy was that his relationship with Tammy was going as good as he expected it to go. She hadn’t been fired, and the network had generously told her she could keep on working until she had to take her maternity leave which wouldn’t be for a while now. Robert had disappeared, and he was glad he was finally gone. He was a sleaze ball and Wade promised if he ever saw him again, he would make sure that no one could recognize his face.

      Meanwhile, he had adjusted to the notion of becoming a father. Tammy was the one who kept complaining about her cravings but he could tell that it made her happy. They were both happy about the baby and he didn’t care that it wasn’t his biologically, but he would give the child everything he had.

      It was Coach Matthews that pulled him out of his train of thought where he sat on the bench.

      “Why the hell are you sitting on the bench?” he asked.

      “What are you talking about coach?” Wade asked surprised.

      “I am telling you that you have to practice for the future games. Get your ass off the bench and practice. You had enough time being famous, it’s time to play for the team and I won’t take any more shenanigans.”

      Wade couldn’t believe his words at first but grinned as it hit him. With no second warning from his coach, he got up and ran to the court, thinking about how happy Tammy would be when she heard everything.
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* * *

      It was a full house.

      Tammy looked at everyone grinning. She was happy to see they were here to see Wade’s first game back on the court. She had never doubted that he wouldn’t be able to come back, but she didn’t think it would happen so soon. Her words had something to do with it, she supposed.

      All the reporters that had nothing good to say about him now considered him to be the best person ever. They flooded columns talking about him and he was their sweetheart now. She was ecstatic that everyone felt the same way as she did but today wasn’t about her. Today was about Wade and she motioned at her new camera man to get everything.

      Aaron was short and pudgy but she didn’t care about his appearance because he was a far better person Robert was. He was nice, and he was considerate of her condition. The station had been far more lenient that she could have hoped for but she was planning to work up until she was ready to pop.  It was the least she could do for the network.

      She interviewed all the players and then took her place among the crowd, ready to watch him play. Wade was passionate about his playing and he was finally showing it to the crowd. The crowd cheered for him as the game started. He spurred into action and he disappointed no one as he played. She watched him happily, this time able to cheer as much as she wanted.

      Tammy could see some of the cameras turning to her and she knew she was in the spotlight as well for her new status as his girlfriend. The station had been happy about the dating news because they thought it was great for them and it had turned out like that. They got better ratings and everyone was happy about their love story. Tammy could only shake her head and sigh at everything.

      Wade was doing well on the court. He was smooth, and he had put in a lot of practice for his first game off the bench. He didn’t shun his players, he played for the team and they moved with him. He had finally learned the value of teamwork.

      The ball was a flurry of activity, she could barely see it but she knew it was in his hands. Half time came, and they were leading. Tammy took another interview of the coach and had enough time to lock hands with Wade before he went into the locker room. They came back out, and it was time to finish the game.

      Tammy had known they would win. Her cheer was one of the loudest as the game ended. Wade was surrounded by his teammates but his eyes were on her and he broke away from them. She was ready to hug him but he wasn’t doing that. Instead, he reached into his pocket and jogged over to her. She blinked, and he was suddenly on his knee in front of her.  He opened the small box to show her a solitaire diamond ring. She gasped, her hand flying to her mouth.

      “Tammy Forrester, you are the only person I want to spend my life with. You are everything to me and I want to give you and that baby my name. Will you marry me?”

      Tammy couldn’t speak over the tears flowing down her cheeks but she nodded. He picked her up and spun her in a circle as the other stations reported the live news. She was the new gossip, but she didn’t care.

      She looked down at Wade, at his glowing face and pressed a kiss to his lips.

      She had her happy ever after with him.

      
        The End
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* * *
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      Chapter 1

      

      Despite her opulent surroundings, Katie Cory woke up feeling rather ordinary. The bed was soft, the pillows and linens plush, and the room itself luxuriously appointed, but as Katie rubbed the grist from her eyes and stumbled to the bathroom she couldn’t help but feel agonizingly, hopelessly, ordinary. She caught sight of herself in the mirror before sitting on the stool. Her pyjamas might be more expensive than they once were, but with her skin blotchy from the bed, eyes bleary from the night, and her hair tousled from sleep, she could just has easily have been the same quiet little kid from Kansas City she’d been when this all started.

      

      Her dad had made his money in the oil business, owning about half the gas stations between Chicago and Denver. He’d grown up on a farm, however, and while he certainly wanted to provide Katie with opportunities he’d never had, he never wanted her to feel privileged. She went to the best of schools, took dancing and riding and singing lessons, but they lived in a relatively modest house, drove lightly used cars, and each member of the family always had chores to do.

      Growing up it had driven her nuts. Because of the schools she went to her friends were always out doing things, going on expensive trips, meeting famous people, and spending the money their families earned or managed as quickly as they could get it. Katie felt caught between two worlds: was she wealthy, or was she poor? Did she have to work for a living, or would things simply be handed to her? And if life wasn’t all parties and playing, how did you decide what to do with yourself, even just day-to-day, let alone for a lifetime?

      All of that changed the first time she’d slipped on a pair of skates. They’d been picking her brother, Steve, up from hockey practice and her mom had to stay for some kind of a meeting with the booster club, so she sat in the stands reading while the parents had their meeting and the boys hit the showers. The coach, however, saw her sitting up there and called her down to the ice. When he asked her if she’d ever skated before she admitted that she hadn’t, and so he disappeared for a couple of minutes into a storage locker and returned with a pair of skates. They fit like a glove and gave her an almost superhuman ability to glide on the ice. By the time the moms were done with their meeting, Katie was zipping to and fro across the rink and the boys, who were all two or three years older than her, had their faces pressed to the glass in awe. She was simply a natural, and that natural gift was a great joy to watch.

      Katie had wanted to play hockey like her brother, but her mother wouldn’t hear of it. Her dad, as always, had struck a compromise by signing her up for figure skating lessons, but it wasn’t long before it was clear that speed skating was where her talents could be put to best use. Though twelve when she started, she had caught up to other kids her age within a year, most of whom had been skating since before they could walk, and by the time she started high school already had two district titles under her belt, plus a silver from the last national competition.

      

      This is how she came to be running the water for her shower in the Palace Hotel along the Las Vegas Strip. This was the third year in a row that she’d taken the World Speed Skating Championships, and after last night’s award ceremony she knew today would be filled with interviews, meet-and-greets, and lots, and lots of photos. She groaned as she looked into the mirror on the vanity. “Gameface, Kid,” she told herself. “You don’t want to get tweeted looking like a drowned rat.”

      The sound of a door knocking shook her out of her stupor. She threw on a robe from the bathroom door and walked through the suite and to the door leading to the hallway. She knew before opening who would be waiting for her.

      “Mornin’, Kat!” It was her manager, Pete. He called out brightly, handing her a plastic cup with a domed top. She could tell from the smell it was wheatgrass, spinach, and some kind of citrus fruit. She wrinkled her nose.

      “I’m not competing today, Pete.” She turned from the door and let him follow. “In fact, I was just about to hop in the shower.”

      “Sure, sure,” he said absently, making a beeline for the ottoman upon which sat the remote for the 55-inch television mounted on the far wall. He powered up the set and switched immediately to ESPN-4, where they could seem crowds already gathering for the press conference they’d shortly be attending.

      Under different circumstances it might have bothered her that a grown man with whom she was not involved felt comfortable barging into her private space and hanging out while she bathed. Pete, however, was as safe as they came. He had been her manager since she was fourteen and while there were certainly times in there that she’d been angry with him, he’d never once made her feel uncomfortable. When she was younger she and the other girls used to gossip about whether or not he was gay. Plenty of guys in the skating world are, but Katie had come to the conclusion that he was just disinterested—not in her in particular, but in people in general, at least vis-à-vis sex and relationships. Poor Pete simply lived and breathed skating.

      He glanced briefly at a clock on the wall that was mostly ornamental. “Better get a move on, Kat,” he said. “We don’t want to be late for your interview.”

      She mumbled something under her breath as she returned to the bathroom. Slipping out of her robe she hooked it onto the back of the door and stepped gingerly into the now steaming shower, leaving the bathroom door open in case Pete decided to talk. He usually did, eventually.

      As she stepped into the tub her left foot started to go out from underneath her. Instinctively she tried to right herself by bracing her hands against the wall and the door of the tub, but the pressure simply pushed the door out and she went down. Fortunately, her instincts kicked in and she managed to simply do the splits, hitting herself hard against the floor and then bouncing up again. She rubbed the inside of her leg gingerly. She was flexible enough to make a move like that work, but she would have stretched first if she knew her shower was going to be so athletic.

      Pete apparently heard the thud. “You alright in there?”

      “I am,” she said, a little two cheerily. “Tub’s just slick, nearly fell.”

      “Careful,” he said, with a warning voice. “You don’t want to show up with an injury they didn’t see happen.”

      She sighed to herself as the water cascaded down her body and massaged her poor, tired muscles. He was right, of course. People presumed you were faking if they didn’t actually see the injury happen, which weirdly meant if you were a professional athlete you were supposed to be immune from falling down stairs and slipping in the shower.

      She opted against washing her hair, which meant that her shower took less than five minutes. When she was done she stepped out a little more carefully than usual, dried herself, and then wiped the mirror free of the fog so that she could see what she was doing as she prepared for the day. The shower had helped, but she’d still need a little makeup. She never wore much, but just enough to cover the worry lines and signs of the unending stress which marked her life. Her left thigh throbbed from her impromptu gymnastics I the shower and she wondered, just for a minute, how her life might have changed if she really had hurt herself. What kind of support would she get if she couldn’t skate anymore? Would Pete still be there to help her? How would her family treat her? And what would she do with her time?

      She pushed the thought away as she wrapped the towel casually around herself and walked back to the bedroom. Leaving the door still slightly ajar so that she could hear if Pete thought of something he needed to say, she let the towel drop and started fishing in her suitcase for the outfit they’d decided on for her interviews. As she slipped into the sleek warmup outfit she surveyed her body in the mirror and smiled to herself.

      Katie was not a small girl. She was raw boned and thick, with muscular  tights, broad shoulders, and big arms. Even still, there was nothing mannish about her; those broad shoulders gave way to full, shapely breasts, which themselves flared out into wide, but not heavy hips. All of this was settled onto a frame that pushed five-nine. That made her a full three inches taller than her hero, Bonnie Blair, and the tallest female competitive speed skater in the world. She was also presently the eldest. Over the years, though, Katie had learned to use her height to her advantage and though she had more weight to move than most of her competitors, she also had more muscle with which to move it. She could live with only occasional boyfriends if it meant that she was able to devote herself entirely to her craft, and besides, most of the men she’d dated had only been interested in her for her fame, or for her body.

      Apart from her dad and her brother, most men in her life had simply not been worth the time. A few of her brothers’ hockey friends pursued her as she got older, but they weren’t good for much more than a quick grope in the backseat of a car and the occasional date to a dance or party. Once she started skating competitively a few of her fellow skaters had approached her, but most were intimidated, both by her size and her confidence. But she didn’t care, most of these guys, who were literally at the top of their game, were basically insecure boys. She wanted a man.

      As she dressed, Katie dreamed of the kind of man she’d finally be happy with, and she knew she wasn’t likely to meet him at a competition or in one of the expensive clubs or bars where they tended to host parties following tournaments. He’d be off following his own dreams and succeeding at what he loved. Like her dad, he’d be strong and hard-working, which meant that it would be hard to find him anyplace she was likely to be. She shook her head again and pushed away the thought as she zipped up the jacket of her outfit. For now, she could be satisfied with the all-too-occasional fling, but the emptiness of the whole situation was rotting her soul.

      “All set?” Pete startled her out of her musing. He was standing in the door with both smoothies again, sucking on his till she could hear it gurgle.

      “All set,” she affirmed, grabbing the cup and following him out the door and towards the hallway.

      Pete drilled her as they wandered down the hallway towards the elevator, and then eventually to the car which was waiting.

      “You have your answers prepped?”

      “I do.”

      “And how’d you manage your third consecutive national championship, despite being older than the rest of the competition?”

      “I worked harder and trained longer than I ever have before.”

      “And next year’s Olympics?”

      “Will be the best opportunity for me to show the world what an all-American girl can do when she sets her mind to it.”

      He smiled, opening the door to the limousine. “Yes, it will.” He closed as she entered, then ran around and got in the opposite side. “You’ve got this. Nervous at all?”

      “No, not really.”

      “Good, no need to be.” He tapped on the glass to let the driver know they were ready to go. Then, leaning forward on his knees he took her hands and said, “Katie, we did it. Three consecutive championships. Nobody’s ever done it before. Now all we need is that gold next year in…”

      But she’d already started to zone out. While she appreciated all of his help, one thing Katie couldn’t stand was other people talking credit for her accomplishments. Pete had not won a world championship, she had. The first time she’d been elated; the second mildly excited. Today she just felt non-plussed; there was no positive feeling, and no negative feeling either, exactly—just nothing.

      “Katie? Katie?” Pete snapped annoyingly at her. “Have you decided on what you’re doing?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “To celebrate. People will want to know. Are you spending another week in Cozumel?”

      She shook her head ruefully. The Cozumel trip had happened as part of an advertising deal with a shoe company. It had turned into a three week hangover. When she returned her times were the worst they’d been since high school.

      “No, not Cozumel.”

      “Ibiza, then?”

      She shook her head. “No, I was thinking more…” But before she got the chance to finish her sentence, the car came to a halt and the driver excited the limo in order to open the door for them.

      “Well,” Pete said, getting himself out and then reaching back for Katie. “Figure it out. You’ll likely be asked a dozen times today.”

      Katie nodded absently as she exited and immediately the flashes began. Like it or not, she was now “on” for the rest of the day. And she immediately began looking forward to getting back to bed.

      Reporters peppered her with questions as Pete made a way through the crowd for them. Katie’s parent’s, Ron and Debbie, met them at the door of the building and together they made their way through the crowded hallway and into the press room. A lectern had been set out on the stage and the two runners-up were already seated there in track suits similar to hers. A pair of skates had been set up on the table at which the coaches were sitting, and reporters already occupied all of the seats which were neatly lined in rows.

      Applause followed Katie as she approached and everyone on stage rose as she stepped up onto the platform. Even the two girls she’d beaten seemed to be smiling genuinely at her, but Katie knew that it was an act. All of these people were walking clichés and she was growing tired of it.

      The formal portion of the press conference lasted just over seven minutes. Pete gave a short speech and then invited Katie to read her prepared statement. Afterwards the two of them fielded questions, mostly about technique and training. One slightly ditzy reporter actually asked something about how Katie kept so much body in her hair. She replied with a joke which she’d only half-thought out, but it got the required response. One hand remained raised towards the back of the room. A small, thin reporter in a sweater vest and wearing large coke-bottle glasses stood up.

      “Given you newfound success and the time you’ve got between now and next year’s competition, what are you planning on doing to celebrate?”

      Katie chuckled to herself. She’d thought long and hard about this, and she knew it was going to raise some eyebrows, plus incur Pete’s wrath. Even still, she knew in her gut it was worth it.

      “Thanks for the question, Rob.” She made a point of memorizing the names of any journalist who was around more than once. They all knew her name, and she knew it threw them off if she could call them by theirs. “I do have some time before training begins in the fall. So, having missed most of my twenties due to skating…I’ve decided to take a break. I’m going backpacking—like serious backpacking, with a guide and everything. And I plan to return better, stronger, and braver than ever before to best represent the US on the national stage. Because the next time I win a gold medal,” She fingered the medallion around her neck. “It’s going to be for real.”

      She smiled as the applause erupted around her. Pete grimaced and gave her a hard look. She’d been considering this for a long time, but hadn’t told anybody yet. Now she knew she had made the right decision, and by committing to it publicly she effectively eliminated any possibility of Pete, or anyone else, talking her out of it. There were, she knew, adventures yet to be had, but they would involve a very different kind of life than the one she had known so far.

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      Less than two weeks later Katie was on a flight to Europe, packed and ready to begin exploring the Swiss Alps. She didn’t know quite what she hoped to find while she was there, but she knew that there was something in her life of fame and fortune that had to go. Her career was stifling her spirit, making it impossible to breathe. She’d been living in a perpetual cycle of quid-pro-quo, tit-for-tat, this-for-that, and she was done. She was tired of people being nice to her because they could get nice things from her, and she was terrified that if she actually knew what all of her staff and so-called “friends” really thought of her, she’d probably the the loneliest girl in the world.

      

      The broad but not especially deep world of winter sports fanatics knew that she was taking time off to backpack through Europe, and her parents and Pete had her itinerary and knew where she would be the whole time, but she had decided that for the trip itself she would not broadcast her celebrity. She flew in coach class to France, then took the train to Zurich, and from there boarded a bus for the base camp in Saint-Gervais-les-Bains.

      She had deliberately not styled her hair since the press conference, preferring instead to comb it out each night before bed and wear it in a simple ponytail during the day. She packed no makeup with her apart from a tube of concealer, saved her contacts for an occasion when she might actually need them but traveled in her old glasses, which had large, black, horn-rimmed frames, and introduced herself as “Catherine” rather than “Katie”. So far as she could tell, not a single person so far had identified who she was, and she was very, very grateful.

      

      She had directions from the bus station to the hotel but wound up lost twice and eventually hailed a cab. The driver tried to make small talk with her, but his thick accent, heavy breathing, and mild body odor turned her off. “Is this what regular people have to deal with all of the time,” she wondered to herself. “Maybe I am better off where I’ve been.” Part of her wished that she had Pete and her limo and her driver and her people, but another, deeper part of her knew this is why she had come. She chose instead to feign interest; she asked the driver about his wife, his family, their home and their children. Within minutes they were chatting pleasantly and might even have missed the turnoff of the base of the mountain hadn’t come into such stunning view.

      The vista took her breath away. The base of the mountain was covered in a dense blanket of green vegetation, but as the slopes rose the trees grew more and more sparse, with the sides of the mountain growing grey, then snow-colored, and finally a pristine white cap on top of a peak half-hidden by the fog. Katie rolled down her window to get a better perspective.

      “Is beautiful, no?” The cab driver said.

      For her part, Katie was mostly speechless. She stammered for a time and then managed, “I, uh, yes, absolutely marvelous.” The mountain was at once both beautiful and ominous; the thought of conquering such a giant was both exhilarating and terrifying.

      The driver pulled up to the door of the hotel, situated at the entrance to the mountain’s base camp, and parked. Katie didn’t even wait for him to get out and help her. She simply popped the door, slung her backpack on, and leaned into the passenger side window, which was only half-open.

      “Thanks for the ride, Hugo,” she said. “I hope Rene has a better soccer season this year.” He was surprised she had listened so closely, but as grateful for the care as well as for the generous tip.

      The hotel itself was little more than a ski-lodge, but the lobby was cozy and beautifully appointed. The concierge came out from behind the front counter and greeted her personally.

      “Ms. Cory?” he said, extending his hand. “Bienvenue. Welcome to our Hotel.”

      She raised up her hand. “It’s just Catherine. And really there’s no need for any special treatment. In fact, I’m kind of trying to low-key things on this trip so…”

      The older man looked at her hand disdainfully and said in firm but confused-sounding voice. “Of course. I did not mean to offer any special treatment. I simply wanted to offer to have your bag taken to your room. It’s just that, you’re late and the rest of your party is already in the midst of their orientation.”

      Katie flushed with shame. Of course this random Swiss hotel manager would not know her. He was actually trying to help her avoid embarrassment since she was the one who was late. She thought about explaining the directions, but then shrugged, thanked the man, and followed him to one of the ballrooms. Inside sat a dozen or so people, all seated in a semi-circle around the fireplace. And in front of the fireplace stood one of the most handsome men Katie had ever seen.

      He was tall and broad-shouldered, with a big chest, and maybe even a touch of a belly. His face was strongly featured with a square-set jaw and deep laugh-lines around his eyes. His cheeks were ruddy and his face showed some signs of weathering, but she was sure he wasn’t over thirty-five. His hair was full and lush, a deep chestnut brown and parted casually to the side and swept backwards. But his eyes are what got her; deep set and cerulean blue with flecks of gold and hazel, she could get lost in those eyes and stay there forever.

      The man was demonstrating something on the strap of one of the backpacks and his audience was looking on with varying levels of interest. When he saw her enter, however, he stopped what he was doing and smiled broadly.

      “Good, good,” he said smartly. “You are Miss Catherine Koo-ree, ya?”

      “Ya,” she said, not realizing the imitation until after she’d done it.

      “Well, I’m a-glad you’re here. My name is Jacob Hartmann, and I will be your guide up Mont Blanc. Your travel agents and other assistants have contracted me because I am the best. If you are in reasonably good shape then I can take you up any mountain in the Alps without any worries at all about your health and safety. It’s just important that you listen carefully and follow my instructions.” He smiled, realizing that she was still standing. He motioned to an open place on a couch next to a smaller, more finely-featured man.

      Katie smiled, excused herself as she stepped in front of the other man and took her place on the coach. Jacob went on.

      “I grew up here, in the Alps. My parents still live not two hours’ hike from here, at the foot of Mont -Rosset. As I grew, my heart came to rest in the mountains. So I traveled the world to learn as much about mountains as I could. I have climbed Everest twice, K2 once, and make sure and take at least one 8,000 meter summit a year. This trip will be a little more than half that, and not nearly as dangerous, but it is no walk in the park either. I’m here to keep you safe, make a-sure you have the fun, and come back with plenty of pictures to show and stories to tell your friends back home.”

      The crowd chuckled politely at that one. It was a pretty mixed bag. There were four couples: one looked as though they might be pushing fifty, with extra weight on both of them and grey dotting the woman’s hair; another couple looked to be in their mid-thirties and seemed mildly annoyed with the orientation in general; the final couple might have been twenty-five, and from the way they were mooning all over each other Katie would have put money on their being newlyweds. A stab of jealousy surged briefly in her heart, but then the young woman caught her eye and she couldn’t help but smile back.

      The guy sitting next to her appeared to be one of the other singles in her group. He was about her age, maybe a little bit older, and well-dressed. His t-shirt had clearly been pressed and his jeans dry-cleaned. He wore hiking boots that she was sure must cost over five hundred dollars, and he had the air about him of someone who was used to talking in front of groups and not especially happy that Jacob presently had the privilege.

      He smiled over at her and checked her out unapologetically. As his eyes came to rest on her bosom his smile widened, and his eyes returned to hers. He shifted slightly closer to her on the coach and leaned in towards her ear.

      “Can you believe this guy?” He nodded towards Jacob. “He grew up down the road and thinks he’s an expert in mountains.”

      Katie nodded noncommittally. She didn’t want to engage anyone romantically while she was here—just find herself—but didn’t want to send off the wrong vibes to this guy. She considered briefly just telling him straight out that she was a lesbian, but was sure that would come back to bite her, so opted instead for a tight smile and noncommittal grunt.

      “I’m Lance,” he said.

      “Of course you are,” she thought. “What else would your name be?”

      He held out his hand for her to shake. Because of how they were sitting on the couch it was very awkwardly placed. In order to reach out to shake him she had to press her chest up against her arm. She didn’t really want to do it, but she was afraid of disrupting Jacob any more than they already were. She made it as brief and painless as possible.

      “Ka—Catherine,” she corrected herself quickly. He wasn’t paying much attention to her words.

      “Your first time?” She noticed both the over-wide grin and the double-entendre, but didn’t take the bait.

      She paused for a moment, then spoke. “Yes, yes it is, and because of that I really want to hear what Jacob is saying.”

      Lance smiled condescendingly and Katie prayed he’d just go away.

      Jacob finished demonstrating a couple of things on the backpack he had up front with him.

      “Alright, ladies and gentlemen: this is your last night in what you would probably think of as ‘civilization’. Tomorrow morning you’ll be getting ‘unplugged’ and ‘disconnected’ for the next couple of weeks. If you want to bring your phone for the cameras that’s up to you, but you won’t get any signal, and we won’t have lots of time to be fooling around. I would suggest you leave all electronics back here in the hotel safe. Also, please do not bring the booze –that is, no alcoholic beverages on the trail—we’ll be staying in mountain villages and you may drink with the locals while we’re there, but liquor will only weigh us down, and I can’t guarantee your safety if you’ve been drinking. Your safety is my highest priority. If everyone follows directions and uses their common sense, then our trip will go without incident and you can return to your lives back home a little more whole than when you left. In the meantime, I’d recommend getting a good night’s sleep so that you have a fresh start. We’ll be leaving at first light, so around five-thirty. Bonne nuit.”

      Much to Katie’s surprise, Lance grabbed his phone almost immediately and was talking to someone far too loudly even before he left the conference room. She greeted a few of the other hikers and debated internally within herself. She was tired and knew she needed a good night’s sleep, but she was also desperately hungry from her travels. She decided to go to the hotel bar and see if they had anything she could eat before bed.

      A handful of other patrons were already there eating and drinking. It was a sweet old couple who ran the bar, and the old woman came out, found out the kind of things Katie liked, and then disappeared, assuring her that she’d have something fresh within the next twenty minutes or so.

      The old man poured her a white wine and she sat at the bar drinking it, casually watching the soccer match on the television and waiting for her dinner. The meal had just come, and though Katie wasn’t entirely sure what all it was called, there were cheesy potato pancakes, tart-tasting sausages, and little cream-filled pastries. To be honest, Katie was hungry enough that she would have been satisfied with a packet of Ramen and a Diet Coke, but to satisfy her hunger and enter the world of Swiss cuisine all at once was an especial delight.

      She was rudely wakened from this world of culinary ecstasy, however, by presence of another person on the bar stool next to her, creepily invading her personal space. Raising her eyes from the plate to the television screen she chanced a glance and was not even a little surprised to see Lance.

      He was mildly handsome, in a conventional sort of way. He had thick blond hair which had clearly been styled and overmoussed—classic metrosexual His shave was close, even for a man with such fair hair, and he had pointy sideburns which came down just below his earlobes. She hadn’t had a chance to check the weirdly arranged clothing before, but from this distance could easily recognize designer labels, and she could smell an expensive body spray that she knew from experience had been specially designed with human pheromones in order to make the wearer more attractive to the opposite sex. It wasn’t working.

      “So, come here often?” His smile suggested that he knew the come-on was lame, but the intensity of his gaze and the proximity suggested that he didn’t know, or at least didn’t care.

      “First time in Europe.” That was a lie. She’d competed in the last winter Olympics, but had gotten injured in the first round and so didn’t even place.

      “And where’s home?” His eyes roamed over her like he was inspecting a piece of livestock, or maybe a new car. “Let me guess? Minnesota?”

      “Kansas.”

      “Des Moines?”

      “Is in Iowa.”

      “St. Louis?”

      “Missouri.”

      “Give me a hint.”

      “The state is part of the city’s name.”

      “Missouri City?”

      “Kansas City.” This was weird. At least he’d looked smart.

      “I thought Kansas City was in Missouri.” It was, of course, on both sides of the river. She looked at him now and could see he was playing with her. Jerk.

      Katie could tell that she wasn’t going to get rid of him easily, so she set down her fork, motioned to the bartender for more wine, and the turned to look at him.

      “So, Lance,” her voice was dripping with disdain. “Just what do you do? “  The bartender refilled her glass and she belted it, setting it back down before he could walk away. He filled it again.

      “I’m a lawyer.”

      Of course he is. Lance. A lawyer. With perfect eyebrows. Better than hers. Probably no body hair either. This man was the walking, talking incarnation of why she had come here in the first place. Telling him she was a lesbian as beginning to look reasonable again.

      “And what do you do?”

      My God, he was asking her a question, and actually seemed interested in the answer. Here as her chance.

      “I drive a Zamboni. You know, the things that…”

      “Clean the ice, yes I know. We have them, even in California.”

      Of course, California. Plus he was an interrupter. She knew his type from a hundred miles away. She rolled her eyes, which was a mistake. He apparently thought she was flirty.

      “So this is your first time backpacking?”

      “It is. We don’t have any mountains in the ice rinks of Kansas City.”

      He smiled. “I’m sure that’s true, but you mentioned it before.”

      She looked confused and he flashed her a grin she supposed he thought was winning. “Lawyer,” he said in a stage whisper, tapping his temple with his forefinger. “Eidetic memory.”

      “And obviously not much social skill,” she thought to herself.

      This situation was getting absurd, and she was beginning to feel the tightness in her chest that sometimes plagued her at competition. She took another long drink from her glass, then turned to face him full on.

      “Listen, Lance,” she started.

      “Lancelot.” Now she couldn’t suppress the eye roll.

      “Lance,” she said more firmly. “You seem like a nice guy, and I’m sure you’re a very accomplished lawyer out in San Francisco or L.A. or whatever. But I need for you to know right up front that I’m not on this trip to find a new boyfriend, or to have some European romance, or even just hook-up on a mountaintop…”

      “But that would be nice,” his bobbed his head. Actually bobbed his head. She ignored him.

      “I’m here for me, to deal with me and with some of the mess that is my life. I’m not here to make friends. So please don’t take this the wrong way, but I’d like a little distance as we start out tomorrow. I’m dealing with too much of my own stuff right now, and I can’t take on anyone else’s, not matter how kind, handsome, or successful they might be.”

      “Handsome?” Dammit. She’d oversold herself and now he was only hearing the parts he wanted to.

      “Anyway,” she said, belting the wine and standing up. She extended her hand to place some distance between them. “It was nice to meet you. I hope you really enjoy the trip.”

      He took her hand firmly in his and then pulled her forward with it, forcing her to either hug him for stumble. She landed in his chest. He held her close, his lips near her ear.

      “You say you want distance now, but you know the mountains are awfully cold and lonely at night. I’ll be waiting,” he paused, and she could fairly hear him licking his lips. “I’ll be waiting,” he said again, “for when you really need me.”

      She smiled tightly as she pulled away, suppressing a shudder as she walked away.

      As Katie lay in bed that night trying to fall asleep, she couldn’t help but feel more anxiety than she wanted to about what lay ahead. She knew there would be adventures in the coming weeks, and she felt safe in the care of Jacob, but she also worried about too many encounters with Lance or other guys like him.

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      Katie fell asleep early but rested fitfully. She rose early, just after four, and showered quickly and repacked her bag. She then headed downstairs to find some coffee. As she left her room, however, she saw something which startled her.

      Jacob as standing in the doorway of the room next to her, holding the door open slightly and talking in a loud whisper.

      “Just make sure you’re down by 5:30, now. I don’t want the rest of the crew to have to wait on you.”

      She couldn’t make out the reply but could tell it was from a woman. “Of course,” Katie thought to herself. “He’d have to be with someone. He’s probably even married, though I didn’t see a wedding band. I wonder if that makes it better or worse?”

      Her thoughts were interrupted by his handsome face coming closer. “Good morning, Catherine!” He spoke softly, but there was so much life in his voice. “Did you rest well?”

      He casually grabbed her elbow and steered her towards the stairs. The physical contact made her shudder, not because she didn’t want him to touch her, but because she did. She realized that he was simply trying to help her avoid waking up her fellow campers. She was grateful for his kindness and suavity.

      They chatted amicably as Jacob situated their backpacks against the wall near the fireplace in the lobby of the lodge. He then led her into the bar/restaurant area from the night before, ordered two strong coffees from the old man who appeared neither to have moved from his station behind the bar nor changed, and then sat them at a small table.

      Katie was as nervous as she’d been in recent memory. It felt at little like being on a first date, or maybe the restlessness that she got at the start of competition. In any case, she found herself quickly weaving a web of complex half-truths carefully designed to avoid outright lying, but still preserve her identity.

      So she became Catherine, the girl from Kansas City (of course she conspicuously left out the fact that she hadn’t lived in Kansas City in ten years; instead her time was split between New York and Chicago). She worked a number of freelance jobs, ranging from Zamboni driver at a local ice rink (something she had done in high school for extra money), and in advertising for some athletic equipment companies (leaving out the fact that she was the advertisement). Jacob seemed genuinely interested which made her immediately regret not simply having confided the whole truth in him, but once she had started she simply didn’t know how to stop.

      She tried to turn the conversation back on him, but he didn’t make it easy on her. He admitted that he was Swiss by birth though had gone to school both in the UK and the States. His parents ran a lodge very much like this one just a few dozen kilometers in the wrong direction, and his father had been something of a mountaineering sensation back in the day. He never mentioned the girl in his bedroom and Katie couldn’t figure out how to bring it up tactfully, so she did not.

      After about twenty minutes the older man appeared at their table with two large omelettes.

      “Oh, my!” Katie’s eyes bulged. “I don’t know if I can manage all of this.”

      “Nonsense,” Jacob grinned at her. Unlike Lance’s smile it was warm and confident, but didn’t make her feel the slightest bit uncomfortable. “You’ll need all the protein you can muster for the trail today. Your body must still be adjusting to the altitude.”

      Katie admitted her restless night and mild headache, and Jacob started to regale her with stories both illustrative and amusing about former clients who hadn’t coped well with the altitude. He had this terrific way of setting her at ease and at the same time demanding—no, that wasn’t quite right—drawing out the best from her. She promised she’d be honest with how she felt, so that if altitude sickness became an issue they could deal with it swiftly.

      Jacob inhaled the aroma of his omelette and then looked a little embarrassed. “I’m a-sorry, Catherine,” he apologized. “I have a few last preparations to make before we leave. Take your time here, and when you start hearing people gather in the lobby, come and join us.”

      She thanked him, both for his time and the breakfast, and he was off.

      The omelet had started off just a little larger than her head. There was, perhaps, about half left. She nibbled absently as her mind flitted back and forth between these two men: Lance, who made her skin crawl, yet was a known quantity, familiar, and whom she could have with a literal blink of her eye. Jacob was a different matter altogether. He was unlike any man she had ever known, and it wasn’t just that he was foreign. He reminded her a bit of her father, with his genuine confidence and strength of character, but there was something else—a life behind those crystal eyes—and she wanted it. She just couldn’t imagine why it was that he’d want to share it with her.

      She saw Lance out of the corner of her eye before he sat down and immediately started eating more quickly. He could tell she was angry, so held up his hands defensively as he reached the table.

      “Slow down, slow down,” he said dejectedly. “I’ve not come to interrupt your lonely breakfast. I’m just here to tell you that most of the gang is up and ready in the next room.”

      “What?” She glanced up at the clock. It read 5:30 exactly. “Shoot, I didn’t realize it had gotten so late.” She stood and wiped her mouth with her napkin. As she did so she caught his eye. “Thank you, Lance. I appreciate the heads-up.”

      He nodded his head and smiled. “I figured as much. And I knew you were tired last night from your trip. Don’t worry, you wouldn’t be the first girl to say things to me that she didn’t quite mean.”

      They were already walking across the bar and back into the lobby as he said this. She stopped dead in her tracks and looked up at him.

      “Excuse me?”

      She was a tall girl, but he was taller, if only by a little. He looked down at her.

      “Listen,” he said. “I travel all the time for work and handle jet lag like a cramping quad. Don’t even think about it. No apology necessary.”

      And then he did the unthinkable. He grabbed her shoulder, leaned in, and kissed her right on the lips. It wasn’t long but it was deliberate, and somehow felt propriety—like a dog marking its territory. She wanted to slap him, but it happened so quickly she didn’t know what to do. And then, he was gone and she was left standing in the doorway to the lobby.

      

      “Alright, gang,” Jacob was already talking as she entered into the great room. “Make sure you have everything that you need and that all of your things are out of your room—either in your pack or in your lockbox.”

      There were a few murmurs and a couple of people walked over to the desk to put incidentals into storage. Jacob went on.

      “Now, there are a few ground rules as we hike. First, I take the lead. This is what you’re paying me for, and if you remember from your credit card bill, you’re paying me quite well for it.” He paused to allow for some nervous laughter, then smiled genuinely and went on. “This is for your safety. I know these trails and I know these mountains. If anything is amiss, I will be able to tell and then protect each of you. Understand?”

      There were some affirmations and nods of assent.

      “Now, generally speaking the slowest people need to move to the front of the line. Those behind them will help them to keep pace, plus this ensures that no one gets left behind at the end.”

      There were a couple of groans but some more nods.

      “Finally,” he said. “My sister, Dina, will be accompanying us. She, too, is an experienced mountaineer and a very able guide. She’ll be bringing up the rear of our hiking crew. So just make sure you don’t get in front of me or behind her, and we’ll all reach our destination safely and have a lovely time.” There was some thumping down the main staircase, and a pretty, slight young woman with straw-colored hair and those same penetrating eyes came down into the group.

      “Dina,” he said, motioning to his sister. “The Gang. Gang, Dina.” There was some lackluster applause followed by “Alright, everybody find a buddy to help you with your pack. Stay with your buddy as best you can, and we can get moving here in just a minute.”

      And, as if on cue, Katie felt her pack being slipped over first one shoulder and then another, by Lance. He already had his on, and his hands lingered just a little two long as he helped her adjust the shoulder straps and waistband. “Hello, Buddy.”

      She shivered again, told herself to put her game face on, and then made a beeline for the door.

      

      Outside the morning air was sharp and cool and the sun seemed to burn the frost off the trees and fields in waves. Dina assembled the hikers in two rows in front of the door to the hotel, and then the old man from behind the bar, who still hadn’t changed and had said hardly a word, took one last picture of the crew.

      “Get a good look at one another,” Jacob called out. “This is the last you’ll see of yourselves the way you are now. When we return, you’ll be different people, one way or another.”

      “What a pretentious prick,” Lance said, elbowing Katie playfully in the ribs. She grimaced, both at the words and the body contact.

      “Alright, friends, it’s time we were off. We’re going to be away from a lot of modern conveniences as we travel; or as I like to call them, ‘distractions’. Embrace the silence, listen to what the mountains have to tell you, and strive to encounter one another more meaningfully and deeply than you have before.”

      Lance gave Katie what she imagined he thought was an earnest look. “Can I get to know you more deeply?” Katie rolled her eyes and tried to figure out how to buddy up with somebody else before they left.

      “And finally, before we go, give yourself a moment to just take in the mountain. If you believe in God, say a prayer. If you don’t, ponder or meditate or consider whatever is most important to you. Settle on an intention to take with you up the mountain: an idea, a hope, a dream, a need, a question that needs an answer, a prayer that needs a response, and give it to the Mountain-Maker. Then, on our return, use that and not how many miles we hike, or how high up we climb, or how much further you’ve pushed yourself than ever before to measure your success by.”

      Lance made an obscene gesture and Katie took that as her cue. She buddied up with Dina, Jacob’s sister, and in just a few minutes they were all heading up the mountain.

      The first hour and a half was relatively easy going, with most of Katie’s effort being spent on learning how to balance herself as she walked uphill with fifty pounds on her back. She was glad she’d invested in a more expensive pack, however, because while she could certainly feel the muscle strain in her upper body, she wasn’t growing especially tired and she didn’t seem to be chafing from the straps at all.

      Conversations were intermittent as they went. Lance was further up near the front, so Katie felt comfortable getting to know Dina. They were ten years apart, which made Jacob thirty-two. Katie was right; the mountains had weathered him so he looked older than he actually was. Dina had just finished up at the University of London, where Jacob had also gone some years before. She was taking a year off to help Jacob with his hiking business and then hoped to get a job with the forestry service. She was a sweet kid with an easy laugh and those same penetrating eyes that her brother had. Katie made a mental note to make sure that she kept Lance far away from Dina.

      They took their first real break about two and a half hours in. They’d come to a decent-sized overlook with a number of scattered stones. As Jacob called the break a number of people unclasped their packs and started to set them to the ground. Katie helped Dina with hers first, and then turned her back to her in order to get help with her own.

      “Miss me,” an all-too-familiar voice whispered.

      She swore silently to herself. “How’s it going, Lance?”

      As she turned around she realized that he was still holding her pack in one arm. The other he had stretched across Dina’s shoulders. The poor girl looked visibly uncomfortable.

      “Doin’ well, Bud,” she hoped that this would re-situate him very much in the friend-zone, as well as clue Dina in as to the creep factor. As she watched them, however, she wasn’t really sure that Dina needed much cluing in.

      “So, Catherine,” he said. “Your first big hike. Are you ready for a few of those pointers we talked about last night?” The way he made last night made it sound like it was something that it wasn’t, but she wasn’t worried that Dina would get the wrong idea. From the look she was giving this guy, she had his number right off the bat.

      “Yeah, thanks Jacob. I really think I’m doing fine. I’m just out here enjoying myself with God and nature. And I know you were worried about my being lonely, but I’m already making new friends.”

      With that she reached over and took Dina by the hand, tugging her a little too harshly so that she’d come free of Lance’s grasp. He let her go and looked puzzled between the two of them.

      “I don’t know how Zamboni-driving works, but I can imagine it’s easy to get pretty narrowly focused, lose track of the big picture. If practicing law has taught me anything, it’s that you never turn down the opportunity to get a favor or to give one.”

      She bit her lip, considering what would be best to say. She really didn’t want to piss him off any more than she had to. Apart from being generally creepy, they were essentially living together for the next two to three weeks. It might pay to play along to get along. She just wasn’t sure how much ‘play’ he was going to demand in the end.

      She offered what she hoped was a reassuring grin. “Of course you’re right, Lance.” Playing to his ego seemed like a good idea. “It is easy to miss the forest for the trees sometime. I just know that for me to focus, I’m going to need some quiet, and to be surrounded by people that I trust.”

      His face broke out into a grotesque parody of a grin. “Oh, Catherine, Sweetheart, you can trust me.” He looked over at Dina and gave her the same awful smile. “You. Can. Trust. Me.” And with that, he was off.

      As soon as he was out of earshot Dina said something in French. Katie didn’t need a translation.

      “I know, right? Super-Creepy.”

      Dina agreed. “Ya. Super-creepy.”

      Before they knew it Jacob was calling them back into formation again. Katie and Dina took their places at the end of the line and chatted amicably about life, without getting into any real specifics. Katie admitted that she had considered something a little more strenuous, but was glad that she’d chosen Mont Blanc. She wasn’t trying to prove anything to herself physically, but kind of hit the reset button psychologically and emotionally. Of course, Dina didn’t realize that the reason Katie didn’t need to prove anything physically was because she already had, but Katie still felt understood. They connected, and that was enough.

      They broke for lunch at about one in the afternoon. Katie had imagined munching on protein bars and granola, but was happily surprised to see Jacob produce a surprisingly large propane stove from his pack, and various packets and satchels of food. Dina led the crew in gathering water from a nearby stream, showed them how to use the purification equipment, and in just over a half an hour a delicious-tasting lentil soup bubbled and popped from the stovetop. Katie’s stomach rumbled. She hadn’t noticed how hungry she was until now.

      When it was ready, Jacob called them over and gave them instructions. They’d be eating out of coffee mugs and using a fancy kind of metal spork to eat from. He instructed that none of the food was to go directly onto the ground, which would both attract animals as well as dirty the environment. Then, just before inviting them to eat, he gazed backwards over his shoulder towards the beautiful mountain vista that lay before them.

      “You won’t find a view like this at of the finest restaurants in London, in Paris, or in New York,” he said. “I’ve lived in all three, and this,” he gestured towards the heights. “This is why I stay here. It reminds me of how small I am and how very big the world is. Take a moment now, before we eat, to be grateful: for the view, for the food, for the company—to be alive. That, friends, is what Christians call ‘grace.’” He bowed his head but his eyes continued to dance with life.

      

      Katie marveled at how unselfconscious he was praying in front of other people, and, not so much demanding that they join him, but giving them the freedom to do so. She wasn’t an especially religious girl herself, and she wasn’t altogether sure where she stood on the whole God question, but she appreciated this kind of Christian—enthusiastic without being pushy, inviting without being preachy, he made her want to pray with him, even though she didn’t really know how to pray.

      Most of the group was having the same reaction. A few of the men took off their hats, and most people bowed their heads. Lance, however, had that resting sneer firmly spread across his face. When Jacob murmured a soft ‘Amen,” and invited everyone forward for their soup, Lance hocked a big loogie and made sure the spittle landed near Jacob’s feet. Jacob barely gave it a second glance, simply covered over the spittle with his foot and went back to serving the food. When Lance’s turn came he made sure to give him an extra spoonful of the soup.

      “What’s that for?” Lance seemed suspicious.

      Jacob shrugged. “You looked hungrier than the rest.”

      This raised a few eyebrows, but no one said a word.

      Lance had been chatting during the hike with an attorney from London. He sat now with the man and his wife, lecturing them on the superiority of the American legal system, and especially of the benefits it offered its attorneys. The wife was long-suffering but the husband seemed to be just as big a blowhard as Lance, if maybe twenty years older. All Katie knew was that she was glad to have a break from them for the meal.

      She sat with Dina, Jacob, and a single older man named Laurence. He was a philosophy professor from a small college in New Hampshire. He was a quiet man but kind and very polite. Nobody seemed bothered by him in the slightest.

      They ate in silence for a long while. At one point the clouds parted over an adjacent peak revealing a stunning white mountaintop. Everyone gasped.

      “I didn’t know there was this much beauty in the whole world,” Katie thought to herself.

      “Oh there’s this, and much more besides.” It was Jacob who spoke now. She realized she must have been thinking out loud.

      “I couldn’t imagine you’d give us the best view on the first day.”

      Jacob laughed. It was an easy laugh, and one that made Katie feel comfortable with him. “There is that,” he said. “But it’s not all sales. The views, naturally, get better the further up you hike.”

      Katie nodded.

      “The best part, though,” Jacob leaned back against large rock and interlaced his fingers behind his hands. “The best part is at nighttime. You’ll catch a glimpse of it tonight, and it will only get better from there. But the stars will be out in dazzling array and will dance like something you’ve never dreamed of, and without any of the light pollution to obscure the view. Revel in the beauty; soak it in. Take pictures, memorize the landscape, write a poem about it.” He broke his hands free from one another and leaned forward, resting his arms on his thighs. “Every second out here is more breathtaking than the last. This is, after all, why you’ve come.”

      Jacob slapped his hands to his thighs and hopped up, then bent down to take Katie’s mug and spork. Together with his own he trotted over to where Dina and Laurence had already started doing the dishes.

      Katie looked on after him. He was simply the most amazing man she’d ever met. She’d read about people like him, had maybe heard girlfriends describe guys like him, but she’d always assumed they were exaggerating or just plain love struck. Confronted with him here, though, in the flesh, she had to admit that maybe it wasn’t just the beauty of nature that she’d come to see; maybe she had to have her faith in her fellowman restored as well.

      That faith was quickly shaken, however, by the arrival of her least-favorite lawyer. He dropped himself down in the very same spot which Jacob had just occupied. He made her shiver.

      “So, Catherine,” he started, reaching into his vest pocket and pulling out a flask. “How’s it going?”

      She ignored the question. “What’s in the flask?” She tried hard not to make it sound like an accusation. It could just be water, after all.

      He gave her a conspiratorial smile. “Chivas-Regal,” he said. “The good stuff. I never finish a meal without at least one belt of something that will warm me up from the inside out.” He took a drink. Then, glancing around, he leaned forward and offered the flask to Katie. “Want some?”

      She shook her head. “No, thanks. I’m fine. I’d just assume keep my wits about me as we hike.”

      He shrugged, took another drink and then replaced the flask. Then he leaned back against the same rock and assumed a posture almost identical to Jacob’s. It was a weird parody of the conversation she’d just had.

      “My wits are so keen,” he sighed. “That I probably drink to dull myself. You know, just to bring myself down to everyone else’s level.”

      She nodded despite herself. His arrogance was absolutely astounding.

      “Listen,” he said abruptly, leaning forward on his haunches like Jacob, but making it appear as though he was hatching a plot rather than sharing an insight. “I heard Jacob and Dina talking about the lodge we’ll be staying in tonight. Apparently there aren’t enough rooms, and they’ll be looking for some of the singles to double up together.” He looked her square in the eyes. “Be my roomie, Catherine?”

      “Not a chance,” was was she thought. What came out of her mouth was this. “Actually, Dina and I are rooming together for the rest of the trip.”

      “Really, I figured she’d stay with her brother.”

      He had a reasonable point here, but Katie was fairly sure that Dina would play ball with her once she heard about his indecent proposal. She looked on at Lance. It was weird, in this light he looked a little like a blond Gaston, from Beauty and the Beast. What was weird about it, though, was that Jacob resembled the character more in a physical sense, but that Lance’s personality captured the character’s cockiness perfectly.

      “Catherine, let’s be real here for a sec. I am way, way, way out of your league. A big city attorney like me could have any girl he wants, and a, a…” he searched for the right words. “An ice rink supervisor from Kansas City, well you might land a minor league hockey player in a pinch. More likely, though, your prospects are wheat farmers and packing house workers. I’m a very successful man, a very influential man. I can give you the things you want. I can get you a job in places you never dreamed. You want to run an ice rink in New York? Done. You want to work for the Anaheim Ducks? I represented their manager last year, he owes me a favor. I’m not looking to get married, but I’m also not looking to spend this vacation as a monk. Mr. Christian over there,” he nodded towards Jacob and Dina. “He doesn’t care who you sleep with or how you spend your time. You don’t owe him a thing. So bunk up with me for the remainder of the trip. Give me what I want and what I know you want too, and we both go home happy, and you go home with more prospects than you ever dreamed of. We both deserve the best, after all.” He got up, walked over to her and squatted down so that his eyes met hers. “What do you say?”

      She didn’t want to say anything. She wanted to punch him in the face. She settled for a couple of deep cleansing breaths, a heavy sigh, and then then standing up.

      “You’re absolutely right, Lance. I do deserve the best.”

      He smiled and rose to meet her, but because of the grade they were standing on she was about an inch and a half taller than he was. She looked down into his eyes, hard.

      “Which is why I’m going to make this crystal clear to you. I don’t like you. I don’t want to have sex with you. I don’t want to be beholden to you for work, money, booze, or anything else. I am not looking for a romantic solution to the problem of my singleness, because I don’t see it as a problem. What I do see as a problem is you, the way you’ve interacted with me me, with Dina, and with every other woman on this trip. I don’t want to talk to you again, and as best as I can, I don’t want to see you again—ever. Understood?”

      Lance’s face changed about halfway through her rant. First it fell in disappointment and then started to grow brick-red in anger. “Fine, Ms. Catherine,” his words fairly dripped with contempt. “I’ll give you your space. I don’t mind having to work hard to pursue a case, but just remember, in the end, I always win.”

      “What’s going on here?” Jacob and Dina had reappeared, their packs ready and apparently trying to get everyone back on the trail.

      “Nothing, Dudley Do-Right,” Lance sneered. “You wouldn’t understand. Why don’t you just go commune with the trees or something.”

      Jacob inquired as to what had occurred, and though Katie tried to minimize it, he got the picture. Dina agreed to bunk with Katie, and Jacob promised both girls he’d keep a closer eye on Lance. He wasn’t going to have his clients threatening each other on his watch.

      They hiked until it was nearly dark. The village they were staying in was small, little more than a hunting lodge, a bar, and a church that looked like it hadn’t been used in years. Dina and Katie wound up sharing a room, as did Lance and Jacob. By the end of that first day, though, pretty much everyone was so tired that they went to bed early. Even in her exhaustion, however, Katie couldn’t miss a glance out her window at the starscape Jacob had promised, and it was even better than she had imagined. Then she found herself, silently and inexplicably, thanking someone for it. The word “God” was not precisely what came to her mind, but she realized in that moment, just before sleep took over, that she was really and truly grateful for the first time in ages: grateful for the trip, grateful for the sights, grateful for new friends like Dina, and most of all, grateful for Jacob, who was acting as her guide in more ways than one.

      The next morning she rose before dawn and took a sketchbook outside with her. She hadn’t drawn seriously since high school, once speed skating definitively took over her life. She had designed her team’s uniforms a couple of times, however, so she wasn’t totally out of practice. When she saw the sketchbook and pencil set at the airport she bought it on impulse, and now she was glad she had. She had a vista to paint here that would be unlike anything she could get from the skylines, either in Chicago or New York.

      While she was sitting on a rock sketching some distance from the lodge she heard the unmistakable sound of someone jogging. Turning, she saw Jacob running down from path from higher on the mountain. Despite the chill, he had his shirt off and slung over his left shoulder. His hair was wet and slick with sweat, and his whole body glistened. Katie was half-tempted to ask him to stand still so that he could model for her. He was beautiful—like a Greek or Roman god chiseled in the marble of some long-forgotten temple.

      Again, before she realized it, he was at her side.

      “Good morning, Catherine.”

      “Good morning, Jacob. How did you sleep?”

      

      Burn off some energy? Katie knew well the patter of early morning exercise, but it had always had a purpose—a function. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d exercised on purpose, when she really didn’t have to, just for the fun of it. It was a little bit like what would happen when, on one of those rare occasions, she’d be visiting home at the same time that one of her nieces and nephews were having a Little League game or Pee-Wee Soccer. She did her best to act only like every other mom in the stands, but she couldn’t help feel a twinge of jealousy for these little kids. After all, somehow their games were still games to them. When had something been a true game for her?

      

      Again, she was brought back to the present moment by Jacob’s gentle voice.

      “After yesterday’s start? I slept the sleep of the just.” He chuckled to himself. “I snored like a baby, enough that I was up early and knew I had to run to burn of some energy. And the stars? Did you see any before bed last night?”

      She nodded her head enthusiastically. “They were so beautiful, Jacob. I watched them from my window before I fell asleep. I even found myself wishing on them.”

      Jacob laughed again, that free easy laugh that made her laugh as well, and wish that her own laugh were as free or as easy. “Well, the views will only get better, so you’ll have plenty of wishing yet to do.” He pulled his shirt off of his shoulder and wiped the sweat from his brow and underarms. The scent caught her off guard. As an athlete she was used to the smell of human sweat, and the whole array of body sprays and deodorants that perfumed American locker rooms. She was even used to the stink of athletes from the rest of the world where neither hygiene nor odor were as big a deal. But this was something else altogether. Jacob, she was sure, was wearing no deodorant, but his sweat smelled fresh and clean, like belonged here in the frost-tinged outdoors. It made her flush, and ache deep inside. She supposed that his sweat just naturally accomplished what the expensive cologne Lance wore was meant to do—and that pale imitation was no competition for the genuine article.

      Seeing the expression on her face he smiled and excused himself, saying that he needed to shower and change before getting breakfast ready. Katie found herself wanting to use every excuse in the book to get him to stay, but she didn’t. She simply watched in gratitude as he walked away, and found herself doing that thing she’d been doing the night before; thanking…God? The Universe? Well thanking Whoever for having a man like that around. Was this what praying felt like?

      She returned to her drawing, and very shortly Jacob reemerged from the lodge, hair still wet, but with a fresh clean shirt and jeans. His pack was already prepared for the trek, but he immediately set up the camp stove again and started to prepare some breakfast. Katie watched as he fried up bacon and eggs, chopped up fruit and even prepared little bowls of nuts. He took such care with everything, even the bowls of fruits and nuts. He didn’t have to do that; he was their guide, not their cook and their cleaner. And this domestic work looked almost incongruous with his physique—this strongly built woodsmen who could have been some ancient god, tending to the needs of the mostly soft group of rich tourists who were mostly interested in postcard-style shots of the mountains and tales of adventure to make their acquaintances back home jealous.

      And then he was standing behind her, exactly opposite of Jacob had stood just a few moments before. “Fantastic view, isn’t it?”

      She looked turned slightly. Lance’s face was hard to see with the rising sun, but there was no mistaking the rage in his eyes and the leer of his mouth.

      “It was, till you came along.”

      He leaned in close, so that he was almost whispering in her ear. “It wasn’t the landscape I was talking about.” He moved so that his body was clearly invading her own personal space, but he never actually touched her. He was like some great snake playing with his prey.

      She thought about Jacob, and about how he would want her to handle a situation like this. She knew that yesterday had not gone especially well, and she knew that was at least partly her fault. She meant to be firm but kind today; her chance to practice had just come early.

      “Listen, Lance,” she said, trying to put on a genuinely sympathetic voice. “I was wrong with some of what I said yesterday. I’m sure you really are a great guy, and that you’ve got lots of wonderful qualities that loads of girls would want. I’m just in a really difficult place emotionally right now, and you coming on so strong kind of freaked me out. It’s not that I don’t like you,” she actually reached out and touched him on the arm. “It’s just that I need a little bit of space. And I need some time to figure things out.”

      He smiled a little, and it wasn’t his creepiest smile, which allowed Katie to relax slightly. “I do understand, Catherine. I do. And I can help you figure out just what need. You just need to let me in.”

      She bit her lip again, which she knew could be easily misinterpreted. She needed to be firm but kind. “The thing is, Lance, you’re just not the type of guy I want to let in right now.” His eyes blazed. She tried to do some damage control and play to his ego. “Maybe because you’ve got it all together, because you’re so successful or whatever. Maybe what I need is just some minor league hockey washout, or a wheat farmer who can’t see past this year’s grain prices. You’re just too good for me.”

      Okay, now she was in trouble. She was laying it on too thick, and even he wasn’t dense enough not to notice. He moved in closer again, close enough that she could feel his breath hot on her neck, which broke out into goose pimples involuntarily.

      “Believe me, Catherine, I am exactly your type. We could do amazing things together, you and I: have a lot of fun, go anywhere we wanted, do anything we wanted to do. I am, literally, the best guy you will ever meet.”

      As soon as he said the words her eyes darted involuntarily over to Jacob. She didn’t have to say a thing.

      Instead of getting angry, however, Lance grew weirdly sympathetic. “Look, I get it. He’s big. He’s strong. He’s foreign and so exotic. And he seems like such a ‘good guy’. But believe me, Catherine, guys like that, they don’t want girls like you. You’re damaged goods. You’ve been spreading it for whatever guy actually paid you attention since you were what: fifteen? Sixteen? This guy wants a virgin, both in spirit and in fact, and we both know…” He leaned in close again, whispering into her ear. “You are neither!”

      She shuddered and struggled to hold back the tears. He was right, of course; she was no virgin, but she wasn’t the undiscerning little slut he was making her out to be either. It may well be that she wasn’t good enough for a man like Jacob, but she knew damn well she deserved more than a man like Lance.

      Something in her snapped. Before she knew it, she had raised both hands and pushed hard, from the chest, into Lance’s own. He tripped over backwards and landed on his butt, hard.

      “Now you listen here, you lecherous creep.” Her voice was strong with a conviction no one had heard since she had arrived in Europe, and she hadn’t heard herself since shouldn’t remember when. “I am not some statistic in some study you’ve produced to confuse a jury and beat out the competition. I’m not some intern you can easily intimidate either with threats to my career or promises of opportunity. I’m not even some successful business woman who would find laying you as satisfying a conquest as you would be. And I am most certainly not another notch for bedpost or knock in your belt. I am a woman, with ideas and hopes and dreams and fears and love the likes of which you have never seen. You have done nothing since you arrived here but treat me and the other women on this crew with leering eye and disrespect. You aren’t suave or smooth; your slick like a car salesman and creepy like a child molester. You’re the guy in bars that girls avoid, and the only reason any woman would ever sleep with you is because her self-esteem was so broken that she was trying to prove to herself that she was unworthy, unwanted, and unloved. I am not the unlovable one here, Lance, you are, and you keep your distance or, lawyer or not, I will find a Swiss policeman and have you drawn up on every single sexual harassment statue they’ve got in the book. Do you understand me?”

      She stood boldly over him, though he didn’t cower. He seemed to be watching with some vague amusement. Jacob had abandoned the breakfast preparations and approached some time ago but was watching from a few feet away, and better than half of the group had just watched and heard the whole interaction. Jacob closed the distance between then and approached.

      “What’s going on over here?” He sounded angry.

      Lance looked up at him, then reached out his hand. Jacob pulled him up and Lance dusted himself off. He smiled his most repentant smile. “Nothing, nothing at all. I was just trying to be friendly but the lady here has made it very clear that she would like her space. I’m a gentleman, so I’m very happy to do that.” And with that he was off.

      Jacob invited Katie over to where the group had assembled, and a few of the women placed their hands on her and gave sympathetic coos of support. Lance, for his part, went back inside the lodge. The rest of the crew ate breakfast, mostly in an awkward silence, and Lance did not return from inside the lodge. After the dishes were done Jacob retrieved him and they started out again along the trail.

      A new order had emerged within the hiking party. Lance had drifted to the back near Dina, and Jacob had noticed, asking Laurence, the philosophy professor, if he’d stay near the back to keep an eye on them. Some of the couples in the middle had rearranged themselves, and Katie had found herself drifting into Jacob’s protective shadow.

      She could feel Jacob’s watchful eye on her, even though most of the time she was right behind him, and she felt safe in a way she hadn’t in ages. Jacob had a way not only of making you feel like you were safe with him, but that somehow you were better, stronger, and more confident than you had realized ever before. It made her want to be around him, and as they rose up the mountain and her body acclimated to the altitude, she realized that a part of her wanted to stay hiking right beside him forever.

      Despite the comfort she felt in his presence and the few things she knew about him from what he’d said to the group and what she’d learned through his sister, Katie hadn’t actually talked to Jacob, that much, at least about Jacob.

      “How many of these backpacking treks do you manage in a year?”

      He glanced back and smiled at her. “As many as I’m able. Usually between 35-40, depending upon the length of the trek and ability of the hikers.”

      “And you love it?”

      “With all my heart.” He nodded and licked his lips.

      “Have you ever thought of doing something else?”

      He laughed again, a nervous barking sound, not like the free and easy chuckle she had heard before. He saw her response and covered his mouth in embarrassment. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Yes, I’ve thought very hard about doing other things. In fact, I trained for a very long time to do them, but trying to do anything else was precisely what drew me back here.”

      “How so?”

      “Well, as you know, Dina and I grew up not too far from Mont Blanc, and our parents still have a small mountain lodge and motel they run. Well, times have changed. Not so many people are after an ‘authentic’ experience when they come to the Alps; instead they want some light hiking, followed by the couple’s massage and the mud bath at the spa. So my parents wanted me to have other opportunities.”

      “I understand,” Katie said, following along. “My dad has been successful with a chain of gas stations—petrol stations I guess you’d call them—but he was born and raised on a farm, and he always wanted to make sure we’d have opportunities he never had.”

      “Ya, exactly. So it was decided I would volunteer for the Swiss Guard.”

      Katie wasn’t sure she heard that right. “What? With the pope?”

      Jacob nodded. “Ya, ya I know. And yes, I did wear the funny outfits.”

      This sent Katie into paroxysms of laughter. “You were one of those funny-looking guys who stand next to the pope?” The image was comical enough that she couldn’t stop laughing. Those a little further behind started to give them looks.

      Jacob chuckled easily but then said more quietly, “Catherine, please, you’re disturbing the other hikers. And I share this in confidence, no?”

      “Okay, okay, but how did this happen?”

      “Well, in Switzerland military service is compulsory for boys. You can wait to be called up and so assigned randomly, which usually means doing grunt work somewhere and not learning very much, or you can volunteer for the Swiss Guard and get an education, so I did.”

      “What kind of an education?” She was genuinely intrigued. She had no idea those soldiers, who all looked ornamental, had any real function.

      Jacob shook his head. “Is a common misconception, and one which the guard does not really want people to learn is false. In truth, we are some of the best-trained security forces in the world. I became in expert in krav maga, a sharpshooter, and a security systems specialist.”

      “How long were you there?”

      “Seven years. Till my marriage.”

      Her face fell. He smiled sadly.

      “The guards have to be unmarried, and our unit was run kind of like a mini-monastery. While I was over there I fell in love. Her name was Mona, and she ran the coffee cart I would stop by on my way into work each day. She was beautiful and fun and had an easy laugh. She was putting her way through school by working the coffee?”

      Katie nodded her head. She could see the tears glistening in his eyes and knew what must be coming.

      “We had decided to marry, but because I would lose my appointment we wanted to wait until she was finished with school.”

      Katie nodded. He did not continue. “I’m sorry to ask this, Jacob, but this is the first you’ve mentioned her—Mona, I mean. Does she live with your parents? Or back in the lodge on…”

      “No, no,” he said, wiping his eyes unashamedly. “That last year she got sick. It was cancer of the bone. I was able to donate marrow for a transplant, but it was too much. She did not survive.”

      “So you never married?”

      “We did,” he said. “On her deathbed. Even though I knew it meant I would lose my place in the guards. I loved her so much, it seemed the right thing to do.”

      Without even noticing it Katie was crying now too. This was the most romantic thing she had ever heard. She didn’t know guys like this really existed.

      “I’m so sorry, Jacob.”

      He turned back to look at her. “Why?”

      “Well, for all you’ve been through, all you’ve lost?”

      He smiled through his tears. Katie had never seen a man so big and so strong so unashamed to be crying in public. “Thank you, Catherine, but I am not sorry. I am not sorry for one bit of it. I know that God gave Mona to me to love, and me to her, and I know that I could not ever have met her had I not joined the Guard, so I’m not sorry about that either. They were good years. And it was her death that brought me back here and helped me to start my own business acting as a guide, which put me back into the mountains where I belong. I am not sorry, except, perhaps, for ways I could have done it better. No, when I look back at my life so far, I am only grateful: very, very grateful.”

      They walked in silence for a while as Katie tried to take all of this in. She could not imagine having been through what this man was through and been so comfortable with it all, not bitter, let alone grateful. Then she looked back at her own life, a veritable cakewalk by comparison, and though of how it was bitterness and frustration and envy that brought her here. She started to cry again, more softly this time, the tears stinging her cheeks and tasting salty in her mouth as it mingled with the sweat that poured down her face.

      They hiked on for another two hours, but in was an easy, comfortable silence. She could remember as a little girl coming down for breakfast and seeing her parents, her dad reading the sports section of the paper, her mother the entertainment portion, and them being perfectly content just be in each other’s presence. She wanted that too, and with a man as good as Jacob.

      The overlook on which they rested was breathtakingly beautiful, and the air was crisp and refreshing. Even still, Katie was beginning to feel the strain in her legs. No amount of speed skating, which was all about speed and aerodynamics, could have prepared her for multiple days of backpacking. She could do it, but it wasn’t easy.

      As she munched on the panini that Jacob had grilled up just a few minutes earlier, she considered the guide with new perspective. He was an amazing physical specimen, she could see that this morning with his shirt off. He wasn’t sculpted like so many of the men she competed alongside, but his muscles were full and large and strong. She remembered a distinction her father had made once, after she’d been gushing over some boys she saw at the pool. He “man strength” and “gym strength”. Man strength was for men like him, like her father and like Jacob; it was born of hard physical labor and years of work and industry. Gym strength was a pale imitation, the sort of things that people who didn’t use their bodies for work anymore did to “stay in shape”. If you’d asked her even a month ago she would have told you she preferred gym strength, but here Jacob was proving her wrong yet again.

      She thought about how strong Jacob must be to handle all his every week, almost every day of the year. And that his vacations were spent doing this, but hardcore. He spent his life helping people ascend to heights they’d never imagined, and all the while helped tired backpackers carry their equipment. To him, this was easy and natural. Suddenly she understood: Jacob must feel on the mountainside the way she feels on the ice—like it was made just for her. The thought pleased her, but also pained her. Could she grow to love the mountains as much as she already loved the ice? And, if in some dream world he would even come and visit her, could Jacob grow to love the ice, the glamour of parties and the glory of competition? It was impossible to know, and so she put the thought far from her mind.

      After they cleaned up the lunch debris they started up the trail again. She glommed on to Jacob right away, but after a quick glance towards the back of the party, to where Laurence was still keeping a keen eye on Lance, he whispered into Katie’s ear.

      “Catherine,” he said. “I love our conversations, and I want to get to know you better. But I am, how you say, on the clock? I need to make sure I’m giving attention to the other hikers, and especially to this older couple from the England. They’re having a bit of trouble with the altitude and I think I have some breathing exercises that can help them.”

      Katie was shocked. Jacob was asking her to hang back a little bit with some of the other hikers so that he could work with this older couple. She tried not to act hurt, but it stung. She really liked Jacob and thought he liked her too. She knew that he wasn’t making excuses, that he really did need to spend time with all of the members of the party, and she could catch glimpses of their conversation as they went, which really did have to do with hiking, climbing, and altitude sickness, but she couldn’t help but be a little put out. The woman closest to her tried to engage her in a conversation about gardening, but when it became clear that Katie had little to add to the conversation, they fell into a steady, though not altogether comfortable silence.

      Around three in the afternoon the sky turned dark. Jacob passed word down the line that they were going to take cover underneath a nearby outcropping. They huddled together for more than an hour, and even though both a woman from Germany and a couple from Cleveland were invading what she normally would have considered her personal space, Katie was grateful for their closeness. It not only kept the cold and rain at bay, but kept Lance at a distance, who kept eyeing her, no longer with a lecherous leer, but now with a vacant stare. It was unnerving.

      When they hit the trail again it was harder going, and some of their footholds had gotten washed out or were too muddy to navigate. After nearly an hour Jacob instructed them to turn back. There was an alternative switchback a couple of miles back; it took them out of their way and they would have to camp out overnight, but ultimately it would be safer than the trail they were on at present. There was some grumbling from the group as they were only a few miles from the town where they were supposed to rest for the night, but Katie was grateful. She trusted Jacob, and if he said it was dangerous than it must have been for a good reason.

      The rain made the trails slow going, and the group hadn’t yet grown accustomed to going downhill together, so there were a number of scuffs, slides, and wipeouts. Eventually, however, Jacob found his switchback, doubled the crew over, and they made their way around and started up the far side of the mountain. They pushed hard, far harder than the day before. By the time they broke to make camp it was almost dark, and everyone, including Jacob, was tired, hungry, and irritable.

      Katie had not made eye contact with Lance since the incident that morning, but she could feel his eyes on her at every turn. She’d had a problem with a stalker a few years back. That one had been a girl, a young skater who was fangirling on her, but who started following her, sending her random texts. One night she came home to find the girl in her apartment; the thought still sent shivers down her spine. She had no desire whatever to repeat that episode, especially with a man who was older, smarter, and had virtually unlimited resources.

      After she and Dina had pitched their tent Dina had gone over to help Jacob with a dining fly and dinner. Katie had gone off by herself a ways, first to pee, and then to look over the edge from their new vantage point. She could still see the general area of the camp, but they were a good hundred yards away—just enough privacy to really think.

      Unfortunately, Lance apparently had the same idea. Given the speed with which he got to her she knew he must’ve been watching since she went to the bathroom, which made her shiver in disgust. He made no pretense this time. He walked right up to her, pressed one hand up against her throat and the other to her right breast.

      “Had time to reconsider, Catherine?” Somehow he made her name sound like a taunt, which only made her want to use it more.

      “Reconsider what? Whether to call the police now or wait till we get back to base camp? I’m sure they’d be happy to make the trip up the mountain if it meant catching a winner like you.”

      “A winner? That’s rich, considering your performance in the last Olympics.”

      Katie tried to keep her face calm, but inside she was raging. He’d figured out who she was. Now, no matter what happened, her cover was blown for the whole trip. She wondered if this was what he’d try to extort her with for sex.

      “Congratulations, Counselor,” she tried to use his title with the same level of disdain he’d afforded her name. “Looks like you’re a super-sleuth. Now will you let me go? I’m pretty sure assault is illegal, even here in Switzerland.”

      This seemed to amuse him. He let go of her throat and dropped the hand on her breast to her waist, then reached up with his other hand to do the same. He took a step inward and kissed her, hard.

      “And what crime, would that be, Sweetheart?”

      She bent her head and spat contemptuously to the ground, as though she’d just had a swallow of something especially vile.

      “A crime against all decent kissers everywhere.”

      He pressed himself up against her. For the first time she grew really scared. He could rape her and she wasn’t sure that they others would hear. Her heart started to pound.

      “Listen, Katie. You are beautiful, even if you’re trying to hide it by dressing down in Europe and slumming it like some cheap tourist. And you’ve got resources and you’ve got fame, and if my bookie back in Berkeley has it right, you’ve got a real shot at the gold next winter. It would be a real shame to lose all that, just because you weren’t willing to play ball right now.”

      He moved in again, and she felt his serpentine tongue probe first her mouth, and then retract to tickle her jawline and up her ear. She let out a yelp, but she knew enough that it could just as easily have been a cry of ecstasy as a call for help.

      “Besides,” he said, pressing his hips closer. “We’ll make such a good team.”

      He kissed her again, and then his hands were all over her. He was working feverishly, trying to unbutton her blouse and feel her up all at the same time. The words came out of his mouth with equal force. He could tell she was looking over at the camp, wondering if help would come.

      “Forget the Boy Scout,” he whispered devilishly. “Not only am I better company, but I get paid for what I do. I make more in a week than he makes in a year.”

      And suddenly he was gone. It happened so fast that Katie didn’t even see the blow coming. It came from the side and landed squarely on Lance’s right ear. Instinctively she moved to cover herself, though she still had on the t-shirt she’d been wearing underneath her button down, and he’d only managed to get the belt and top of her jeans undone.

      Lance was on the ground swearing, blood pouring out of the ear that had been struck.

      “You ruptured my eardrum you country--!”

      “Shut up.”

      And he did. The words seemed actually to sting Lance more than the blow.

      There was a pause, during which Lance lifted himself from the ground and approached the larger man.

      “What did you just say to me?”

      Jacob stood his ground. “I told you to shut your filthy mouth.”

      Lance nodded and smiled slightly, tuning to his right. Then, all of a sudden, he came up with a left hook and caught Jacob squarely in the jaw. He staggered slightly but stayed on his feet, then spat blood and smiled back at his opponent.

      “Feel better, Lance?”

      “Not half as good as I’ll feel after I’ve had your ass in court.”

      “For what? Defending a victim of attempted rape?”

      The whole of the camp had come over now to see what was happening.

      “Rape? What rape? This girl has been flirting with me since she arrived. In fact, you’re the one that sat us together right at the beginning.

      Anger flashed in Jacob’s eyes, but he would not take the bait.

      Katie spoke. “I have not been coming on to you. In fact I, and half the women here, have spent our whole vacation, away from home and creeps like you, trying to figure out how to avoid you.”

      Lance looked as if he hadn’t heard a word.

      Jacob relaxed his fists and took two steps closer to Lance.

      “I told you at the beginning,” he turned to the crowd which had gathered. “I told you all,” then back to Lance. “That your safety was my highest priority. You, Sir,” he poked Lance in the chest now. “Have violated that safety. You have made this trip and this place uncomfortable: for Miss Cory, for Me, and for everyone else on this hike.” He turned back to the group. “Am I right?”

      A chorus of assent came from the crowd. Lance paled visibly.

      “And who here would be willing to testify against this scum in court?”

      Again, the crowd answered, and Lance seemed to visibly pale.

      “I’m a powerful man,” he protested. “You, you, you,” he tried feebly to poke Jacob in the chest. It did not work. “You’re just a guide.”

      “That’s true. I am ‘just a guide’. Unfortunately for you, I am no longer your guide, and you now have to find your own way back down the mountain.”

      “What?” He looked around, incredulous.

      “You’ve physically attacked me and a member of my hiking party. You’ve sexually harassed this woman,” he motioned towards Katie, who was still up against the tree, “and my own sister. And you’ve been drinking since we started, which is a danger to everyone on the trek. You pose just as real a threat as a bear or wild boar. So I’m cutting you off. You keep at least a hundred yards away from us for the rest of the trek, or I’ll be forced to fight you off like a wild animal. Do I make myself clear?”

      Lance looked back at the way he came. He seemed to realize how difficult it would be getting down without help.

      “Now listen, Jacob, I can make this a lot easier for you. You don’t get paid much. How ‘bout a nice bonus? I can…”

      “Up here you can do nothing, and nothing you can do. Your money will not buy you happiness or pardon. If you want to try and sue me for abandoning you on the mountain then you’re welcome, but I’ve got a party of twelve here willing to testify that you tried to rape another member of the crew, and then when I tried to prevent you, you physically attacked me. You’re a good lawyer, Lance, but are you that good?”

      Lance went, eyes tearing up, by himself, abandoning his pack and all. He took only the canteen around his neck and started down the trail.

      A few deep breaths later and one collective sigh of relief and Jacob was right next to Katie.

      “Catherine,” he said breathlessly. “I’m sorry that took so long. Did he hurt you? Was I…” He looked torn and unsure of how to say what he wanted. “Was I too late?”

      Katie smiled in what she hoped was a reassuring way between her tears. “No, no, Jacob, you weren’t too late. He roughed me up a bit, but I’m fine.” She reached out and stroked his jaw. “Are you okay? He hit you really hard.”

      “Ya,” Jacob agreed. “You call this, ‘sucker punch’, back home, yes?”

      Katie laughed. “Yes, yes we do.”

      “Well then,” Jacob replied. “I guess I must be a ‘sucker’ for you.”

      Katie smiled at that and together they and the rest of the party returned to the clearing for dinner and rest. And that night, though the adrenaline was still pumping swiftly through her veins, Katie rested like she hadn’t in longer than she could rightly remember.

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      “Catherine,” he said, for what had to be the fiftieth time. “I am so, so, so sorry for what happened. I had my eye on that guy since first we started.” Jacob was clearly beating himself up over the incident from the day before. Of course, in Catherine’s case he was barking up the wrong tree. As far as she was concerned, he was her knight in shining armor.

      “It’s fine, Jacob, really. It’s fine. He was really starting to scare me. I’m just glad we got rid of him before something worse happens.”

      Jacob nodded sagely. “I know, I know, I just hope he gets back down the mountain safely. The trails can be treacherous after a storm.”

      Catherine was a little bit taken aback. How could he be concerned for the welfare of the man who had nearly assaulted her, who had struck him in the face.

      “I know their kind,” he went on. “They think that because they have much money they can rule the world, that everyone else should bow down before them. But truth be told, they are as insecure as young boys. They are as likely to fall down before the biggest, strongest one that they meet as any of us are them. And they are totally unequipped for life on the mountain.”

      Katie nodded herself. “I understand, I think. It was to get away from those types of men that I came on this trip. But wouldn’t you know my luck?”

      Jacob smiled, “Materialism and superficiality are hard to avoid. But in some places you find a lot less of it. This is why, after my heart broke, I came back to the mountain. No careerism here, no real need for the things of the world. There’s no keeping up with the Joneses or following the Kardashians; there are no Joneses to keep up with, and a Kardashian may as well be from Mars. Here, we are content to walk in beauty.”

      “Like the night?” Catherine quipped before planning it. If he was going to quote Byron she as going to poke it right back. It was hard to believe that, on top of everything else, this faith-filled, romantic, sensitive man was both educated and poetic, but for all that things seemed to go wrong with Lance, they seemed to be going right with Jacob.

      “Is true,” Jacob chucked. “Though unfortunately we do not always enjoy ‘cloudless climes,’ else we wouldn’t be in this mess. Even so,” he raised his voice so that the rest of the crew could hear. “I believe that we can make up our lost time and find a village shortly after lunch. We’ll have an early day today, since you hiked so long and hard yesterday.

      They did find the village about mid-afternoon. Lunch that day had consisted, for the first time, of the protein bars, nuts, and fruit. But the lodge they were staying at promised a proper Swiss dinner, and the whole crew was desperately hungry. Most retired to their rooms early for a well-deserved nap, but Catherine and Jacob chose instead to take some tea on a veranda overlooking the nearest mountain pass.

      “So tell me,” Catherine said, once they were settled. “After Mona passed, how did you decide to come back here. Would the guards have taken you back?”

      Jacob sighed and sipped his tea. “Ya, ya, of course they would have taken me back. A sad story like this? Of course. And the guards accept widowers anyhow; the point is not being married at the time, not having a wife and children to split your time with. The pope even offered me a place in his personal bodyguard detail. But I couldn’t go back. Having known the love I did with Mona, I knew that my heart had expanded, I needed to go to a place without limits.”

      “What did you parents think?”

      “Hmmmm.” He reached up and tousled his wavy hair. “My mother, she was disappointed. She wanted me to have a successful career in the Vatican, and then maybe come back and work security for one of the big banks in Zurich. My father, though,” he took a long drink from his tea. “I think he was glad. He knew from the beginning, the mountains were in my blood, even as they were his.”

      “What do you mean?”

      My father gave his life to the mountains, and not just to the Alps. Before he opened the lodge he spent a year with the Sherpas in Nepal, learning the best techniques for leading large groups of people on a trek.”

      “Sherpas?”

      “Ya, you know, like Tenzing Norgay, who helped Hillary ascend Everest.”

      This did sound vaguely familiar. She nodded to show she was following.

      “The Sherpas are an ethnic group in Tibet and Nepal. They are mountain people, and have their own ways and customs and even religion. But they have been in the mountains for so long that they know how to navigate in ways that even experienced climbers do not. My father liked to call himself the first Swiss Sherpa. I guess that makes me the second.”

      Katie couldn’t help but giggle at that. She was suddenly treated to an image of Big Jacob dressed up like a little Nepalese mountain man. He caught her laughter and together they chuckled at the idea.

      “Interesting,” she said after the laughter had finally subsided. Eh was stunned at how broad and deep his knowledge was a far cry from the athletes and playboys she usually found herself spending time with. There were no seduction tactics here, at least as far as she could see, and certainly not nearly enough money to justify the difficulty of the work. Jacob seemed to know the world only in terms of the delight that it brought him, and at the same time with a deep awareness of the pain it can bring—both to himself and others. He was perhaps the first man whom she had ever met that she thought the words, “What you see are what you get,” were actually, literally true.

      Their tea finished they both retired to the rooms and Catherine, for her part, slept the sleep of the dead. She rose in time for what was, without any question or qualification, the single best meal she had ever had, amongst the best company she had ever known. She found herself, halfway through, wishing that she could bring Jacob home to meet her father. They could connect over the land and man stuff, and she really felt her mother wound understand her attraction to him, and maybe even approve, in a way that she’d never known before.

      Despite Jacob’s continued honesty with her, Catherine continued to hold back. She would, occasionally, refer to ice skating and such, but always in such a way that wouldn’t reveal her true identity. There was white wine at the dinner, a sweet Swiss concoction, which she may have had too much of; Jacob, on the other hand, seemed to grow both more thoughtful and more helpful with the little bit he drank. When she decided to retire for the evening he offered to see her to her room. She dared hope for a goodnight kiss, or maybe something more, but what she got was something else entirely.

      Her room was on the third floor of the building, and as they finished the top of the stairs he took her by the hand. “I want to show you something,” he said.

      He walked her to the end of the hallway, as thought he’d been here many times before, and opened a door which looked as though it went into a closet. Instead it opened up onto a wide veranda, and though the temperature was chill, she was glad to be up there. He was right; high enough up, and the stars did dance.

      “I want to point some things out to you,” he whispered in her ear. Despite the closeness of his body, she felt none of the eeriness that she had with Lance. If anything, she felt aroused.

      “Just to me?” She queried. “Aren’t you the guide for the whole group?”

      “Sssssh!” He admonished. “Don’t over-think it. Just enjoy.”

      And for the next twenty minutes he pointed out constellations and stars, telling each one’s story and making notes of pivotal roles they played in exploration, and pirating, and sea battles, and even religion.

      As he finished he sighed loudly, resting one arm on her shoulder. “The difference,” he said with some melancholy. “The difference between the world up here, and the world down there, is that they are concerned with trivialities, and I am concerned with what really matters.”

      “You’re drunk,” she said, a little too flirtatiously.

      “I am not,” he said with all sincerity. “Though St. Paul says that a little wine is good for the belly, and whatever else ails you.”

      “Does he really?”

      “Surely. First Timothy, five, twenty-three. It’s the most important verse in the book.”

      They both laughed at that. “Really,” she said, after a time. “What is your favorite verse?”

      He had to think about that for a long time.

      “That’s a little like asking someone to name their favorite child, or maybe better, their favorite grandparent. Different verses mean, and have meant, different things to me at different times. On the whole, however, I’d have to say the one which strikes me most, which I come back to again, and again, and which I think over every morning I watch the sun come over the mountains, and every night I watch the stars dance above, is Job 38.

      “What is it?”

      “Well, you know the story of Job?” She nodded hesitantly. She knew the broad strokes. “Well, poor job gets a lot handed to him: his crops fail, his kids die, his fortune is ruined, is body racked with sores. His wife and his closest friends are convinced he’s sinned secretly to deserve it, and so they encourage him to lie to God and ask forgiveness for something he hasn’t done. He won’t, but eventually God does come to his aid. When finally Job has reached his limit he calls out and asks why all this has happened, and Job 38 is God’s response.

      “What does he say?”

      “Job or God?”

      “God, silly.”

      “Right, well he begins with a kind of modified, “How dare you?” Like he asks Job, “Where you were you when I made the sky? When I set the seas in their courses and the creatures on the land? Where were you when I set the stars in the sky and ordered their arrangement. Where were you…”

      “And this gives you comfort?” Catherine wasn’t sure she was following.

      “Well, sure. Where was I, or my father, or my father’s father when he raised the alps? When he set these snow-capped beauties in their places? Where were we when the stars were set in the sky? And what does all of this mean for me, and for you? That gives me the greatest comfort of all.”

      Catherine thought on that for a while. “Why do you think I’m here, Jacob?” She asked it quietly, so as not to disturb their silence.

      He pulled her close against himself and smelled her hair. “I don’t know, Catherine,” he started. “But I do know you’re here to find out the next step, the next move for your life and that you’ve ready for something different than you’ve know before. How is it that we make decisions normally? We add up pros and cons and then try to balance the list. But at the end of the day, it all comes down to what we think is right—it all comes down to our conscience and what it will permit us to do, and what it will demand of us to do likewise.”

      Katie thought about what he said. That was how skating had worked for her. When she first tried on skates at her brother’s practice all those years ago, she just knew she liked skating. It was only after the fact that it became “exercise” or “a sport” or “a source of revenue and a chance to go to college.

      “So how do you know what you want?” Katie wanted so desperately to sound the question and not sound needy. It didn’t work.

      “I have wondered the same thing; many, many times over,” he admitted. “The best I can come up with is that there is no easy answer.” He pressed his lips against the top of her head. She leaned back perfectly, finding the hollow in his chest for her head. “I think the only thing we can honestly do is fill our lives with things we know are good: faith, family, home, honest work. The stars, the fresh snow, a good meal, the delight of a new friendship—these are the things I think shape us, help us know what we ought to do.

      “A delightful new friendship?” She said with a grin.

      “Would you call it something else?”

      “If I could. You?”

      “I would.”

      “Give it time.”

      “I will, Catherine, I will.” He looked down into her eyes. “What would you tell me if I said that I couldn’t explain why it was so delightful?”

      Katie giggled. “I’d say it fits you—that you didn’t make the stars, you just enjoy them.”

      He laughed and grabbed her hand. Together they looked out on the horizon, seeing nothing but beauty before their eyes; distilled, almost, as in a liquor.

      “The Sherpas,” he went on. “They used to say that when you look out on the horizon you can see your whole life ahead of you.” He paused and licked his lips. “Catherine,” he whispered. “What do you see?”

      Catherine could see her whole life stretched out, or at least as much as she could conceive of at this moment, which seemed to involve multiple possible futures. She decided to avoid making hasty decisions she might later regret.

      “Right now,” she said. “I see nothing but hope and optimism. I see beauty eternal. I see peace. I know now, right in this moment as I have never known before, that I will be loved and taken care of—no matter what.”

      Later on, as she went over it in her head, she would not know who moved first. Did he raise her chin with his fingers? Or did she draw his face down with the baleful cast of her eyes? In either case, within a moment their lips had met and all was changed. She was his as he was hers, and that was, and would be, all that mattered.

      A short time later he did walk her back to her room, and then went quietly back to his own. And though her legs were heavy, she felt light. And though her body was tired, her heart quivered with energy. Katie—Catherine—had found what she had come so far to find.

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      The next morning the crew slept in, and as they departed mid-morning, there was a distinctly new spirit to the group. Lightness and freeness characterized the gathering, and would mark all of their interactions for the next two weeks. It was like the honeymoon that Catherine and Jacob were destined never to have, at least in the conventional sense. But their friendship blossomed, and their love grew. Days were spent in long hikes and quiet meditations over scenic mountain vistas. Nights were spent around campfires and in bars, closing the places down not for drinking, but for talking. And Dina, ever-faithful Dina, became a loyal member of this trio, and by the end of it was treating Catherine as though she were truly her sister.

      For his part Jacob felt he could be comfortable with Catherine in a way he hadn’t know since Mona and her coffee cart so may years before. He was never weak, or mealy, but was not afraid to show emotion, to express anger or rage or disdain, and o a couple of very had occasions even to cry. He was strong and rugged but vulnerable with her, and she felt honored by his trust, respected by it. He was more a man than all the other men she’d known combined. By the time the trip was coming to an end she was totally and completely in love with him and was willing, even to leave everything and move to the mountains full time to be in his embrace. The problem was, of course, coming clean bout her past; being honest about who she was, and reasonable about what was possible with her future.

      Nearly three weeks after they had started, with the delays owing to the weather, Jacob and Catherine and the rest of the crew found themselves back in the lodge where it all began. She was convinced that, whatever else would happen, she could not live long term without Jacob. He simply had come to mean more to her than anyone else ever could, and she was not prepared to leave that behind.

      On the night of their last supper together, both had expected the other to be melancholy, but instead they surprised each other with their excitement.

      “Catherine,” Jacob finally admitted over dessert. “I really, really, really don’t want to see you go.”

      She nodded her head in turn. “I know, Jacob, I know. And I don’t want to leave. But I have to go back home, at least for a while. There are people there waiting on me, and I have a lot left to do if I want to be free to come back here and be with you.”

      Jacob was quiet for a long time, then nodded his head. “I understand,” he said. “And I’m willing to help you do that, however I can.”

      And with that he rose from the table and got down on one knee.

      Marriage had always been a theoretical option for Katie, but not a very live one. She’d always appreciated relationships in the abstract better than in the concrete. Even the night she’d lost her virginity had been more about seeing what it felt like and not making the guy feel bad than about connecting with another person. She had genuinely, literally, never thought about what it would be like to have the guy down on one knee in front of her, and so in that moment she kind of understandably lost her mind.

      Jacob ignored the crazy. “Catherine Cory,” he said simply, those unembarrassed tears back in his eyes. “Will you do me the honor of being my wife?”

      And she broke out into tears; happy, spontaneous, unplanned for tears. She cried and snotted all over the front of her shirt, but that didn’t seem to bother her at all, nor did Jacob seem to notice.

      “Yes,” she cried at last. “Yes! Yes! Yes!” And the dozen or so other people who had been on the trip with them broke into spontaneous applause. For the first time since she first started racing, Catherine felt like she was doing what she had been made to do.

      After an engagement dinner and a hearty round of congratulator libations from the rest of their fellow hikers, Jacob and Catherine decided to go on a little hike of their own. Leaving the village proper, they walked a mile or so to an overlook directly above the lodge. It gave them a full view, not only of the opposing mountains and stars, but of the village below. The lights of the village sent up a vague glow, like the whole town had a kind of florescent halo. And the starts were dancing as they had been that first night.

      Jacob was holding Catherine close with his left arm. She snuggled into him and looked up into those eyes, the eyes into which she’d fallen just a few weeks ago, and which she now hoped never to crawl back out of. Much to her surprise, however, their usually lively temper was clouded again with tears.

      “Why are you crying, Jacob?”

      She smiled down at her and sniffled, raising his right arm to wipe his eyes and nose with the cuff of his sleeve. “I’m just, I’m just so happy.” He raised his eyes up to heaven. “I really never thought I could be happy again, after Mona.”

      She smiled through the tears welling up in her own eyes as well. Then, reaching up with both hands, she pulled his head down far enough to kiss him tenderly on the forehead. His hair smelt of the forest; of pine and cedar and that crisp morning frost.

      “I’m happy too, and I’m sure that Mona would be happy for you.”

      “I see her in you, you know?”

      “You do?” She didn’t know whether to be flattered or bothered.

      He sniffled again. “Ya, is in your eyes. You are both so ambitious, both so stubborn. You set your heart on something and then your mind finds a way to get you there.”

      Now it was Catherine’s turn to sigh deeply. They were treading on dangerous territory here, and she didn’t want to turn things south on the night of their engagement. At the same time, she didn’t want to start off their life together in a lie.

      “Jacob,” she said, after a few moment’s silence. “How much do you love me?”

      His face broadened and his eyes danced again. “You know, so much,” he said, pulling his arms out and holding them wide. “As deep as the great seas and as broad as these high mountains.”

      Catherine smiled and took in the range through her tears. “And why do you love me so?”

      Now it was Jacob’s turn to bite his lip. He seemed to be weighing lots of options, then simply shrugged his shoulders and said, “I love you because I love you.” He reached out and pulled her close again, kissing her on the top of her head. “Love is like that; our heads search for explanations, but our hearts are content simply with knowing that love loves love.”

      “And nothing could ever change that?”

      He gazed down at her, pain in his eyes. “Of course not, Sweetheart. That’s what love is, ‘for better for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health.’ You could grow old and ugly, become crippled or crazy, you would still be my Catherine; I would still be your Jacob. You have captured my heart, endlessly and hopelessly; now I am yours, period.”

      Catherine treasured his words, but wondered if he meant them. She wanted so desperately to tell him the truth about herself, but tonight was just so perfect, she just couldn’t bear to ruin it. The truth could wait, at least I it’s entirety. For tonight, baby steps would do.

      “Jacob, baby,” she cooed, looking up into his eyes. “We have so much to work out yet: where to live, where to work, what we’ll do…”

      He pressed a finger to her lips. “Sssssh, one step at a time. There’s no need to figure everything out at once. To everything there is a season…”

      “Turn? Turn? Turn?’

      “Pardon me?”

      “Never mind. It’s an old song.”

      “I’d say. Ecclesiastes.”

      “What?”

      “It’s in the Bible.”

      Catherine screwed up her face. “I’m saying that I have a life back home in the States. I have some things I need to tend to. It might take some time.”

      “I’ve waited my whole life. I think I can manage a little longer.”

      Damn that smile. It was so winning.

      “And my family. They need to meet you.”

      “Nothing could make me happier. Your parents must be very special people to have raised a daughter like you.”

      She nodded, biting her lip. “I still need to return next week. Come with me?”

      Jacob seemed to ponder that one for a moment. “I’ll need to make some calls tomorrow, but assuming the next group scheduled is small enough, I think Dina can manage on her own.”

      Catherine breathed a sigh of relief. “One step at a time,” she told herself. “One step at a time.”

      The following week’s group was much smaller, and they weren’t going nearly as far. It was a perfect chance for Dina to gain some experience on her own. So after a brief overnight to Jacob’s parents, who were some of the most genuine and friendly people Catherine had ever met, they were on a plane from Zurich back to Chicago. Her parents would meet her there and they would make the long drive back to Kansas City together. They would stay there for a long weekend with her parents, her brother, and his family, and then fly out to New York for Catherine to deal with some of the fallout from her publicist and to figure out next steps in terms of her career. Her mind was spinning with how to make all of this work, but for the first time in a long while, she felt hopeful about her life.

      Jacob looked surprised when she rose as they called for preferred boarding. “No, wait, Catherine,” he said. “This is just the first call. They’ll announce coach in a few minutes.”

      She looked down at him in his seat and smiled. “But, Honey,” she smiled. “We’re not flying coach.”

      Jacob boarded the plane in a bit of a daze. They settled together in their seats, alone two to one side of the aircraft aisle. “I have never flown first class, Catherine. And I’m not complaining, but wasn’t it expensive enough to buy me a ticket at the last minute?”

      She gave him her bravest smile. “Don’t worry about it, Sweetheart. I do have some money, and we’ll only be making our first trip together once.”

      This seemed to satisfy him and he took her hand. Before long they were both dozing in and out as the plane made it’s way back across Europe, over the Atlantic, and into Chicago.

      The whole last half of the flight Catherine’s stomach was in knots. She visited the bathroom twice to vomit, and assured Jacob that it was only the flight and the food. He clearly didn’t believe her but he didn’t press her either.

      As they landed the stewardess informed the passengers that it was now okay to use their cell phones. Catherine made a split-second decision and texted her folks. “Arrived on time,” she wrote. “But held up at customs. Be half an hour late.”

      “Everything alright?” Jacob asked.

      “It’s fine. Mom and Dad are just held up in traffic. They said we should find a restaurant in the airport and get something to eat while we wait. They’ll text once they’re here.”

      So, after managing customs and gathering baggage, they found themselves in O’Brien’s, a quaint little Irish pub inside O’Hare. They sipped shandies and ate take-away Japanese from the restaurant next door in the food court.

      “Catherine,” Jacob said, leaning in and looking at her intently with those gold-flecked eyes of his. “What’s wrong? What are you afraid to tell me?”

      Her lips began to quiver and the tears welled up. “Oh, Jacob,” she blustered. “I’m so sorry. I’m not who you think I am.”

      “Catherine, Catherine.” He took her hands in one of his and slid the food and drinks to one side of the table with the other. Then he got up and moved to her side of the booth. “This has all happened so fast. Of course there are things we don’t know about each other yet. I’m just looking forward to knowing you better and loving you more each and every day.”

      She looked up at him with fear in her eyes. “My name’s not Catherine, it’s Katie.”

      There was a deadly silence, and for just a moment Catherine worried that he might know who Katie Cory was. She needn’t have worried.

      His gentle laugh rumbled from deep in his chest and he drew her close. “Catherine? Katie? I’ve been Jacob and Yakov too, at different times. You having a nickname back home doesn’t scare me, Dear One, and it doesn’t make you any different a person than the one I know and love.”

      “I don’t only work in advertising for sporting goods, I’m one of the models.”

      “Of course you are, you’re ravishingly beautiful.”

      “I’m not poor. I make a lot of money.”

      “Well, obviously, you could afford to hire me.”

      “Dammit, Jacob, this isn’t some kind of joke. I’m not Catherine Cory, some hayseed from Kansas City. I’m Katie Cory, a professional speed skater and the U.S.’s best chance for a gold at next year’s Olympic games.”

      His brow furrowed a little bit and he looked deep into her eyes. She wanted desperately to look away in shame, but the way he held her gaze wouldn’t permit it.

      “Well, then I guess we do have a problem, then.”

      Her heart sank and her face started to flush. She steeled herself for the worst. “Jacob, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to deceive you but…”

      “I won’t know whether to root for the States or Switzerland next year!” And just like that, with a kiss on the head and another generous hug, she realized that her deceit wasn’t as clever as she thought it was, and that the person she’d hurt most in all of this was herself.

      Her parents were waiting as they approached the arrival door. There was a moment when her dad and Jacob were both sizing one another up; it was primal, almost animal. Then, all of a sudden, her dad extended a hand and brought her fiancée into the largest bear hug she’d ever seen. Her father seldom hugged even her. This was big.

      The trip back to Kansas City was long but uneventful. Jacob told stories of growing up in the Alps, life in the mountains, and of his time in the Swiss Guard. Katie’s mother, who was much more of a talker, told him about life in the Midwest, about how they had started as a newlywed couple on a small farm and running a single gas station by themselves, and how they had grown their business and their family. And, of course, Jacob wound up getting the essential highlights of Katie’s skating career as the stories were told. Periodically he would look over at her and smile, as though something were clicking about her inside of his head. By the end of the trip it was like all of them had been family.

      The next morning Katie’s mother was up before the rest to fix some breakfast. She was surprised when she came through the living room to find Jacob’s large frame folded into a pretzel on the couch, cozy under a blanket. When Katie rose herself a few minutes later her mother asked her about it.

      “Did you guys get into a fight last night, Sweetheart? I made up the room for the both of you.”

      It took Katie a minute to figure out what she was talking about. “What? No, no, of course not. We’re just not sleeping together.”

      Her mother was in the middle of cracking an egg for pancakes but stopped mid-crack. “You’re what?”

      “We’re not sleeping together. He wants to wait until we’re married.”

      Her mother blushed and smiled at the same time. “Why, Katie, that is so mature of you. I just, I never expected, because I know…”

      She’d come to her mother herself and asked to be put on birth control at sixteen, and she never made any serious effort to hide her sexual activity from her parents. This was new territory for them both.

      “Is he some kind of religious nut?” Her mother’s face showed real concern.

      “I don’t think he’s any kind of nut, though he certainly seems to have a close relationship to the Man Upstairs. He’s just principled, Mom, and very, very strong-willed.”

      “Like your father.”

      “Mmmmm. He reminds me a lot of Dad.”

      “I can see that. You know, when your father and I first got together we had to work all of this stuff out too.”

      Katie stuck her fingers in her ears. “Lalala, lalala, I don’t want to hear about your and dad’s sex lives when you were in your twenties! Lalala, lalala!”

      Her mom flicked a towel at her playfully. “Not just that, though that was important too. No, we had to figure out how to sort out our dreams, and which we could pursue together, and which ones we’d have to let go of for the sake of the other.”

      “Like what?”

      “Well, you know, I was in pre-med when your father first asked me out.”

      “You were?”

      Her mom nodded. “Top of my class. And when I graduated I was offered a top slot at the Mayo Clinic School of Medicine, full scholarship.”

      Even Katie knew that was a big deal. “Why didn’t you do it?”

      Well your dad had already opened his first gas station while we were in school. In those days he worked full time, went to school full time, and managed to find some time for me. I knew that long-term, if we were going to make his business work and have a family, something would have to give. So I let me dream of being a doctor go.”

      “Mom!” Katie gushed. “I had no idea. I never meant to get in the way of your dreams.”

      Her mother shook her head. “Honey, you never did. That’s the whole point. It’s not that dreams are these fixed points, that they never grow or change. I dreamed of being a doctor for a long time, all through high school and college, but when I met your father I started dreaming new dreams. It didn’t make the old ones bad, and it didn’t make the new ones better. And you wanna know what’s really crazy? I never would have met your dad but for that old dream that I had to let go to be with him.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, I got assigned to tutor your dad for organic chemistry. That’s how we first met.”

      “So without the dream you wound up having to let go…”

      “I never would have known the dream I was able to realize.”

      Katie fell silent, and the silence was awkward. Her mother kept flipping pancakes and then opening the oven to put them on a warming plate inside.

      “Mom, are you saying I need to put aside my dreams of skating to…”

      Her mother held up her hand, which happened to hold a spatula dripping of pancake batter. “I’m saying no such thing. It would be wrong for either your father or I to try and convince you what to do with your dreams—they’re yours, after all, that’s the whole point. What I am saying is that this relationship with Jacob is new, and that you come from different cultures and different worlds. If the dream you choose to pursue is a life together, then it’s going to require sacrifice from the both of you, and you’re probably going to wind up dreaming something together that you can’t even fathom right now.”

      Her mother’s words stuck with her, and she knew that they were true. She just wasn’t sure how to make them come true in the concrete. A few days later, once she and Jacob flew back to New York, she got a chance to try it out.

      After they landed at LaGuardia, Katie made a beeline for the limo service counter. They had a car waiting.

      “Wait, Catherine,” Jacob said, strangely out of breath for one so athletic. Airports seemed to exhaust him. “Can’t we just take a cab? Or maybe the subway?”

      Katie gave him her best smile. “It’s okay, Honey. I have a driver. In fact, he’s waiting for us. This will make things much, much easier.”

      They rode in silence to Katie’s building in Midtown. Her condo was on the 17th floor of a highrise. The doorman greeted her cheerily, “Good morning, Ms. Cory! I see your trip was successful!”

      “It was, Gary, thanks,” she replied. She smiled at the man but did not stop to introduce Jacob, who had awkwardly set down his bags to shake the old man’s hand. They shook and he smiled tightly, and together they rode the elevator up to her floor.

      The condo was not palatial by any means, especially midtown standards, but it was a comfortable three bedroom, two bath affair, with a large inset 70-inch flatscreen, expensive furniture, and one whole room dedicated to Katie’s skating, both her trophies and her equipment.

      Jacob set his bags down heavily by the door and sighed. “Catherine,” he said. “You said you weren’t rich. What is this? A driver? A doorman? A mansion? I know that you didn’t want to overwhelm me at first, but I’m feeling pretty overwhelmed right now.”

      Katie set her own bags down on the couch and came back over to Jacob, leading him to an oversized leather recliner. “Ssshhh, Baby,” she said. “I know that this is a lot, and it won’t always be this way. But it’s how things are now so just enjoy it. Why don’t you take a little nap while I settle back in? Then tonight we’ll meet some of my friends for dinner and drinks, maybe go dancing.”

      Jacob smiled at that. “I couldn’t imagine anything better than dinner and dancing with you, and of course I want to meet your friends.”

      Jacob slept fitfully but rested in the chair, and Katie buzzed around the apartment, trying to get rid of anything that wouldn’t fit into her new life with Jacob. She threw out the condoms from her bed stand, erased her Internet histories, cleaned out the liquor cabinet, and in general tried to make the place look more simple. By the time Jacob rose she was dressed in an expensive but relatively modest cocktail dress and had reservations at one of the hottest new restaurants in the city.

      Jacob, unfortunately, had not really packed for a night on the town in New York. He owned a single jacket, which was at least a size too small around the chest, and one single button down dress shirt, which had clearly seen better days. Katie was able to get them into the restaurant based on her celebrity, but the concierge was clearly not pleased at the situation. She wondered what would happen if later they tried to go to a club.

      Jacob, for his part, seemed to get more and more overwhelmed. When they arrived three of Katie’s fellow skaters were already in their places and had ordered. They were all eating sparsely and drinking heavily, but when Jacob saw the price list on the food relative to the portions he went ballistic.

      “Catherine,” he whispered. “That woman literally has a bunch of asparagus and a slice of beet on her plate. The menu says it cost seventy dollars!”

      “Sshhh,” she said, trying to cover for him. “Prices get so confusing with the exchange rates and all that. Just order whatever you like. I’ll take care of it.”

      “But I can’t eat a hundred dollar steak. There were homeless people on the street when we walked in here!”

      Katie squeezed his leg under the table and he knew to calm down, but he was clearly still agitated. It was nothing, however to his reaction at the club.

      They didn’t get there until after eleven, and in fairness Katie was just as tired as Jacob, but she hadn’t seen her New York friends in months and knew that this was their preferred way to reconnect. It was dark enough that the bouncer gave them no trouble about Jacob’s attire, but in the club the atmosphere as suffocating. There was bumping and grinding everywhere, none of the more formal dancing Jacob had been expecting, and probably eighty percent of the people were visibly drunk or high. This was definitely not his scene.

      Jacob, normally so full of life and vigor, withdrew totally into himself. He ordered a single beer and sat at a table in the corner, watching as Katie bumped and shook with her girlfriends, and danced with not a few guys as well. Jacob was relieved when, just an hour or so later, she came over and told him it was time to go home.

      He as silent for the entire ride, and by the time they got back to the condo you could have cut the tension with a knife.

      “Catherine?” He asked. “Am I not enough for you?”

      Katie turned to look at him, hurt on her face. “Of course you are, Sweetheart. Why would you ask that?”

      He paused, choosing his words carefully. “I know that we come from different worlds, and that it will be hard work to try and make our lives come together. But tonight, I watched: you ate too little, drank too much, spent far too much money, and the way you were dancing with those men…”

      Katie decided to land on that last one. It was probably what had hurt him most and potentially the easiest to explain away. “About that, Jacob, that kind of dancing is the custom here. It doesn’t mean anything…”

      “I know what it means!” There was real anger in his voice now. “I have been to discotheques in Europe. I know how people dance in clubs, and I’m not opposed to going dancing with you, but you were sending those men signals tonight, and if you want to be married to me then…”

      Katie raised her hand. “Okay, okay, I get it. I do. We’re both just feeling this out still, you know?”

      “No!” The anger was still there, and rising. “Feeling it out is deciding that you have to sell your condo or I have to apply for a visa and move here. Feeling it out is me getting to know your parents or figuring out when and where we should marry. Feeling it out is not me watching you get drunk and grind on other men. There’s nothing to feel out there, at least not for me!”

      Katie started to whimper and the tears started to come. Strangely, Jacob did not come to her aid. He didn’t try to apologize or comfort her. He just sat and watched. It was a long time before he finally spoke again.

      “Catherine,” he said, in measured tones. “I love you. And I believe the real you is the girl I met on the mountaintop, not the club-hopping party girl I saw tonight. If that’s true, then I’m still in for this; but if what you want is more of what we had tonight, then tell me now and I’ll be on the next plane back for Zurich.

      The sobs came out in full force now. Jacob did respond to this and came closer, putting his arm around and pulling her close.

      “I want you, Jacob,” she sobbed into his shoulder. “I’ll leave this all behind. It doesn’t make me happy anyway, which is why I came to see you in the first place. I’m so sorry, Jacob. I’m so sorry.”

      Jacob patted her on the back and kissed her on the forehead. “It’s okay, Love. I’ve got you now. Just let it all out.” She fell asleep on his chest a short time later he undressed her, put her in fresh pajamas, and he put her lovingly to bed. He slept, as he had at her parent’s house, on the couch.

      Katie awoke the next morning slightly hungover, but grateful that the man she had chosen for her own—weirdly, it seemed, had been chosen for her own, was the sort of person who could undress her and put her to bed without doing anything else to her. Not only that, but even after the night she’d put him through he was up early, had exercised, and made a fresh breakfast for them before her appointment with Pete and her publicist.

      The meeting was to take place in the offices of Blade magazine, the premier journal of speed skating and other hardcore winter sports. It was headquartered in an office building in lower Manhattan, just a couple of blocks from Ground Zero. Katie hadn’t mentioned that to Jacob, but he couldn’t fail to notice given the signs and monuments along the way.

      The meeting itself went pretty well. It was tense at first, and Pete was very, very suspicious of Jacob, but his honesty and charm eventually won them over. Once her team had a pretty good idea of what was going on they dismissed Jacob into the lobby so that they could discuss options for a press release, how this would effect publicity for the winter games, and what sort of shot of the two of them would look the best for the cover of the summer issue.

      After nearly two hours Katie emerged, relieved but exhausted. Her driver was still waiting, and so they got into the back seat of her car and started back uptown towards her apartment. She announced she was starving and was going to have something delivered, and was about to make the order when Jacob asked if they could stop.

      “Stop, Honey? Why?”

      “Just please, may we stop for a moment. It’ll only be a moment.” Katie could see the seriousness in his face and nodded her head. She knocked on the window, whispered something to her driver, and they felt the car veer to the right and pull up to the curb. Jacob immediately opened the door.

      “Oh, no, Sweetheart, are you going to be sick?”

      Katie was concerned about him throwing up in her car. That was literally the last thing on his mind. They were pulled off on Fulton Street, somewhere near Greenwich and literally across the street from the 9/11 Memorial. Katie and her driver watched through the window as Jacob waited for a break in traffic, dashed across the street, and crossed into the Memorial Park. There are two great pools there with the names of those who died inscribed in great bronze plates along the side. Katie watched as Jacob walked the pools slowly, his fingers tracing the edges, and then dropped to one near at the far end, crossed himself, and prayed. It was like she had seen back in Switzerland, this overtly religious gesture was performed here in a public park in front of dozens of people, and he seemed totally unaware of the fact. It made her want to join him, but something held her back.

      He returned to the car a few minutes later and they were off. Katie asked if he was okay with Thai food, and Jacob gave a noncommittal grunt before falling into a brooding silence.

      “Jacob, Honey, I’m so sorry. I didn’t think about this being your first time in New York. Of course you would want to visit the Memorial, and all the other sights.” She leaned across the seat and rubbed his knee. “I’ve got more meetings tomorrow, but then on the weekend we can go to the Statue of Liberty and…”

      He cut her off. “I do not care about ‘the sights’, Catherine.” She saw the driver’s eyebrow go up at the use of her given name. “I came to pay my respects to the dead and to pray here, because it is the right thing to do.”

      Catherine shook her head in affirmation. “I get that, Jacob, I really do. It’s just hard, because when you live and work around it all of the time…”

      “Europe has suffered too, Catherine. My own country, famous for being neutral, was bombed during the War. My mother is from Schaffhausen, and her family’s business was destroyed when some Americans thought they were bombing a German military base. There’s a memorial there too, but no office building across the street. There’s no gift shop at Dachau either.”

      The accusation hung heavy in the air. Katie was hurt and didn’t know what to say. Jacob tried to reach out.

      “I don’t mean to say this is your fault, Catherine. You weren’t even living in the city when the planes hit, no?” She wasn’t. She’d still been in high school back in Kansas.

      “But while I was waiting for you in your meeting, I had a very nice talk with Norma.”

      “Who?”

      “The woman at the front desk in the lobby.”

      “The receptionist?”

      Jacob shrugged his shoulders. “Ya, ya. Anyhow, she tells me how close we are to the site, and how so many people she she loved died in the building. Did you know her son was a janitor in the Second Tower?”

      Katie admitted that she did not. What she did not admit, but what was beginning to turn in her gut was that she had been visiting that office on a monthly basis for more than five years and did not know that woman’s name. Jacob had learned it in the first five minutes. This was why she loved him—because he was that guy.

      “Anyhow, after having such a good talk, and hearing of her family, and how she has been raising her grandchildren since their father’s death, I thought I should go and pay my respects.”

      Katie started to cry. Not huge, sobbing tears, but visibly. She unbuckled her seatbelt and moved over next to Jacob, cuddling up to his chest. “This is why I love you, you know; because you are the kind of a man who meets a woman who has lost a child and then immediately goes to pay his respects.”

      Jacob nodded his head. “Ya, Catherine, Ya. This is why I love you too.”

      She sniffled and looked up. “What do you mean?”

      “Because you also are this kind of woman.”

      She wanted desperately to point out the damning evidence to the contrary, but she held herself back. “Thank you,” was all she said as she kissed him on the cheek and settled back into his arm. In just a few minutes they were home, and the delivery man as waiting for them. Katie paid him in the lobby and together they went upstairs.

      They fell back into their easy pattern of conversation, and Jacob compared the food he was eating to some that he’d had in Nepal when he visited Everest. Katie, for her part, just talked about similar restaurants that she knew of, both here and in Chicago, and how hard it was to cook with the constant coming and going.

      After lunch she took a quick power nap, then announced that she was heading to the rink to work out. Jacob asked if he could come and watch. She agreed. She thought it would be good for him to see Pete outside of the moody mess he’d met him in this morning, plus get a sense of some of the friends he’d met last night as professional athletes.

      The athletic center that Katie worked out in was state of the art. The rink itself was kept cool, but the rest of the building set at an ordinary temperature. She went to the locker room and changed into a sports bra and shorts, and then worked for a time, first on the treadmill, then the elliptical, and then on some weights. After that she changed again, this time into a speed suit, and went out on the ice. Each time Jacob was forced to move from place to place. She had given him her smartphone so that he’d have something to read if he wanted, but he didn’t seem to know how to use it. He had picked up a copy of The Village Voice somewhere, but it really didn’t seem like his kind of reading, and he finished it early. She realized that he wouldn’t be coming all of the time, but she wanted him to meet people.

      He did, of course, make an excellent impression on everyone who met him. He was charming and funny and genuine in a way that New Yorkers seldom encountered, except when people first moved from the Midwest. Katie wondered if she’d ever been like that when she first moved. But she couldn’t think about that now—she had work to do.

      Her weeks in the Alps had kept her in shape but off of her game. Easily the best athlete of the crew, she kept coming in third place, which made her visibly angry. She’d change up technique, adjust her uniform, and swear like a sailor every time she got beat. The other girls, for their part, teased her pretty hard about her sluggishness. They were with her the night before, so she knew they were just razzing her, but in front of Jacob it hurt nonetheless.

      Eventually Jacob walked over to the ice. He said something to Pete, who between rounds came over to Katie.

      “Cat, your boy says that you have some sort of alarm on your phone that won’t go off.”

      She rolled her eyes and thought about making a joke about the Swiss and technology, until Pete held the phone out to her. She swore again and excused herself, then ran into the locker room. Two minutes later she and Pete were out the door. Despite the length of his legs he was having a hard time keeping up.

      “I don’t understand, Catherine, what’s the rush? Did this Abelardo friend of yours get hurt?”

      “No, no, Sweetie,” she explained. “We just got reservations at a very, very trendy restaurant. I’d tried to get in for months before I left, and here I am, my second day back and it’s worked. But we have to be there in an hour and a half.”

      “Alright, so is it nearby?”

      “Well, I have to go home and change first.”

      “Ya, okay, and I can change into my suit and..”

      “Nope. Here.” She reached into her wallet and pulled out a credit card. “I’m going to have him drop me off at home. I’m going to shower and change. Meanwhile he’s going to run you up to Brooks Brothers and find you something decent to wear. They won’t let you in with the suit that you’ve got.”

      There it was. She’d said it more bluntly than she’d meant to, but that was the truth of it.

      Jacob tried to protest but she shushed him as the car pulled up to her apartment. She leaned over and kissed him as she exited the car.

      “Don’t worry, Sweetie. It’ll be grand. I’ll see you in an hour.”

      It took slightly longer than that, but Katie’s plan basically did work. A little over an hour later her driver reappeared, and allowed her, now dressed elegantly in an evening gown into the car where Jacob sat, perfectly fitted into a grey blazer and slacks with braces. He looked like a slightly craggy-faced model. They chatted pleasantly enough on the drive over, and actually arrived a little early for their reservation. They went to the bar and ordered drinks, which again were ridiculously overpriced, and Jacob took to people-watching.

      They were surrounded by a Who’s Who of New York’s elite: movie stars and singers, athletes and politicians, even a few famous criminals dotted the crowd; all were dressed to the nines, and all were paying out the nose for food which, when it came, Jacob admitted was good, but worried couldn’t possibly be worth what they were paying.

      Katie was sympathetic to Jacob’s concern. This was a fight she had with her parents every time they would come to visit. Her dad would always say, “Why would I pay fifty of a hundred bucks for a steak out I can cook better at home for myself for less than ten dollars?” Katie would counter that what they were paying for was the presentation, the ambience, and the experience, and her dad would reply that the experience of getting screwed out of his money wasn’t really worth the hundred dollars.

      Jacob’s concern was similar, but differed slightly. He was very touched by the homeless that were everywhere in New York, and was especially bothered by paying so much money for food in a restaurant when there were people begging outside. He wasn’t eating much of his steak, which Katie was sure meant he would ask for a doggie bag, which she was equally sure would go to the first homeless person he saw.

      Jacob’s mind, however, was on other thing. As they waited for dessert he sipped on his coffee and smiled. Then, leaning forward with that conspiratorial air that he had, like he was letting you in on a great secret, he asked. “So, at the rink today, did you have fun?”

      You could’ve knocked Katie over with a feather. That was literally the last question she thought he would ask. She’d thought through answers concerning her teammates who were gay, the swearing, the money-spending, but she hadn’t prepared herself for this one. She was so shocked she answered more honestly than she meant to.

      “No, I guess not.”

      “I didn’t think so.” He leaned back, sipped his coffee again, then pierced her with those eyes again.

      “So why do it?”

      “Pardon?”

      “Why work so hard at something if you don’t enjoy it anymore, if you don’t love it.”

      “I do love it,” Katie protested. “I’ve given my whole life to it: blood sweat, and tears, and more than a decade of training an competition and…”

      “But you aren’t excited talking about it anymore, are you? It no longer stirs a fire in your belly? Then, why bother?”

      She sat on that one for a while. Eventually she answered. “The money, I guess.”

      “The money.” It was the closest she had heard him to sounding bitter. “And what does the money get you?”

      “What does the money get me?” She was incredulous. Who did he think was paying for all of this? His meals, his clothes, the car he’d ridden in? The money gave her everything. Maybe that’s what this was all about—jealously. She’d always make more money than him.

      “The money gets me what I want. It provides a life I like living for myself, and better prospects than I ever would have had in Kansas.”

      “Kansas,” he said firmly, smiling a little. “I like Kansas. Is like Switzerland, but more flat. But your parents, like my parents, simple people, hard-working people.”

      “I work hard!” She could feel herself growing defensive.

      “Yes, yes, yes you do.” She nodded his head and took her hand in his. “You are a very hard worker. But what is it you work so hard for. Is this,” he gestured all around the room. “Is this what you really want? Fancy dinners and men to drive you around town? Friends who use you and abuse you, but don’t seem to care much for you. A sport you no longer love. Is this what you want for your life?”

      Katie was on the verge of tears. She knew the questions he was asking were true and good and honest, but she was afraid of her answers, how they might change her life, and what he might think of her if he actually knew. Lance was right. She wasn’t the person Jacob thought she was, and she never could be.

      She wiped her mouth with her cloth napkin, and then her eyes delicately. Without looking up she hissed, “What would you have me do, Jacob?”

      He sipped his coffee again. “Well, tell me, you were planning our wedding today, ya? Your manager, your publicist, they got their input, what did they say? What would you like for us to do?”

      She knew he would not like any of it. “I don’t know all of the details yet,” she admitted, trying to soften the blow. “But they’d like to hold it at the start of the games in Pyeongchang. It’ll be an Olympic Wedding to remember. And then, presuming I win the gold….”

      “But Katie,” he interrupted. “Neither of us live in South Korea. Your family is here in the States, and mine is in Switzerland. What kind of sense does it make to have our wedding away from our families.”

      She anticipated this one. “I get that, I do. But my family will already be over for the competition, and we’re happy to pay to fly your folks and Dina out, and even pay for someone to watch the lodge while they’re away…”

      “No, I get that,” Jacob answered. He did seem to understand this better than she gave him credit for. “And my family would want to support you as much as anyone else. But why turn out wedding into some kind of a marketing event? Shouldn’t this be about us and our lives together?”

      “Well, it would be. I mean, this is almost certainly my last Olympics, whether I win or not, and so getting married as I close one Chapter of my life.”

      “But wouldn’t it make more sense to marry as you begin the new Chapter?” He said it with enthusiasm, not so much cutting down her idea as wanting to make a point with his. “I’m not saying we have to marry in Switzerland. My family is small, and they can easily travel to wherever. But you have friends and family here: in New York, in Chicago, in Kansas. Wouldn’t you want them to be part of your wedding? Wouldn’t you rather be surrounded by people who love you and care about you for the woman that you are, rather than the athlete that you’ve been?”

      His voice had been growing louder as he spoke, and a few people were now beginning to stare.

      “Jacob,” she said, notably lowering her voice. “I understand what you’re saying, and I don’t disagree. But this just seems like such an opportunity…”

      “An opportunity for what?” He actually pounded his fist on the table now, clattering the glass and silver. “To impress people you don’t really care about? To outdo people who don’t really care about you? Can’t you see, Catherine, this is pointless. You find what you want and then you go for it. If you don’t want all of this, then why keep wasting your time? Why waste your life? Why waste our life?”

      He’d crossed a line now and she wasn’t going to let him get away with it.

      “How dare you?” She hissed, standing up and staring him down. “How dare you put this on me. ‘Find what you love and go for it’? That’s what you did, following me here. I don’t see you making much accommodation. It’s not like you’re trying to fit in with my friends or become part of my life here. You’ve known me for all of a month and you think you know me? You think you know my friends? You think you know what I love? This,” she gestured around. “This is my life. This is what I’ve built for myself and what I’ve known. If you don’t want this, then you don’t want me.”

      But Jacob wasn’t backing down. He didn’t rise and didn’t match her shout. He didn’t acknowledge the stares or even the camera phones which started to go off. He simply spoke clearly and calmly. “I don’t believe that for one minute, and I don’t believe that you do either. You’re angry and you’re hurting and it makes sense, because money can get to people like that, but you know that I love you—deep down in your bones and your guts you know that—and you know that I want the best for you. Let’s refocus. Move back to Kansas. Train hard. And show the world just what Catherine Cory is made of.”

      He smiled that honest grin of his, and looked with those piercing eyes. And it was more than she could take.

      “I. Can’t Do. This. Right. Now.” She started sobbing, deep ugly sobs. No one in the restaurant was making any pretence to not be watching, and the headwaiter was making his way over to try and shoo them out. She gave him a glance which steeled him in his tracks. “I have too much in my life right now, Jacob, and if all you’re going to provide is more drama, this just clearly isn’t going to work out.” She fumbled with her billfold and pulled out a wad of cash, throwing it on the table. “Sorry for your trouble.”

      Jacob closed his eyes and the tears began to fall. He put his heads in his hands and sat in silence for a full minute, as did the whole restaurant. Then he rose without drying his tears and walked around the table to Katie. He spoke very quietly. “I do not want your money, and I never have.” He looked down at the cash on the table, picked it up, folded it, and pressed it into Katie’s hand. “Money may not be the root of all evil, but the love of it will rot a man’s heart. Money will not answer the hunger in your heart, Catherine. And your friends who love you for your money will not be there for you when the money is gone, when your career is past, and when you are old and tired and injured. You need true friends for that time. What will become of you then?”

      The words came out of her in great sobs now, like the very life of her was coming out through her mouth. “My. Name. Is. Katie.”

      He looked at her through sad eyes, blinked away his tears, and then leaned in, whispered in her ear so no one else could hear. “I promised myself to you, Catherine, to you and no one else. I love you, and I will always love you, and nothing can take that away. You do not want me now, but I will be waiting, should you ever want me again.”

      And with that, he was gone.

      Katie drank that night. She drank a lot. She drank enough that she started really hating on herself, which only encouraged her to drink the more. This went on into the small hours of the morning. Unable to sleep, she started playing with her phone. She had a billion Facebook notifications waiting that she hadn’t done anything with for ages. As she opened the tab the very first thing she saw was a friend request from Lance. Without even thinking it, she hit accept.

      For a few brief moments she wondered if she had just invited something horrible into her life. After all, he was kind of a crazy stalker type, but he’d obviously made it off of the mountain, and just as she’d gotten some perspective on coming back to civilization, maybe he had too.

      Her imagination didn’t have long to work, because just a couple minutes later her phone beeped with the familiar notification. Not only had he accepted, but he had initiated a chat.

      Lance: What’s up, Ice Queen? Warm up after coming home?

      Katie: Guess you could say that.

      Lance: Things didn’t turn out so hot with the Swedish Boy Scout?

      Katie: He’s Swiss, but no, things kind of fell apart.

      Lance: I know.

      Okay, now she was starting to get creeped out again. Was he following her here in the States? Stalking her, even?

      Katie: How did you know that?

      Lance: It’s all over Twitter and Instagram. If you’re going to have a lover’s quarrel, you should probably do so in a less public place.

      Katie quickly googled her own name. Dammit, he was right: photo, video, even transcription had started showing up on every major news and sports medial outlet. Her publicist would be having kittens.

      Katie: This is so embarrassing.

      Lance: Don’t sweat it, Sweet cheeks. Most people get it worse.

      Katie: I just don’t know what to do.

      Lance: Wanna talk about it?

      Katie: Not really.

      Lance: Wanna not talk about it?

      Katie: Yup.

      Lance: I’m in town.

      Katie: What?

      Lance: Yeppers. Interviewing experts for a case the next three days. Staying in midtown. Want to come see me?

      She considered it.

      Katie: No.

      Lance: Really?

      Katie: You come see me.

      

      She sent him the address and immediately knew it was a mistake. Later she would wonder if it was the booze, but the truth of it was simply self-loathing. She hated herself for what she was doing to Jacob and she wanted to do something that seemed to fit her new sense of self. So Lance came over, and they didn’t talk about it. They didn’t talk about it over and over and over again. And when Lance did talk he said awful, nasty things to her, and she liked it, because it confirmed what she knew about herself. And he made her say awful nasty things to him, and it felt so right. And when he left the next morning and she felt hungover and degraded, she made a point of inviting him over again that night. With him, at least, she wouldn’t have to pretend to be something that she was not. She was free to be as awful as she felt.

      It wasn’t long before the media caught sight of the two of them together in public. Lance was a good lawyer, and he never said or did anything in public that would tarnish his reputation as the perfect wealthy boyfriend to the successful Olympic speed skater. He’d visit her in New York and Chicago, and she competed a couple of times in L.A. He as always on her about her weight, and so she more or less stopped eating. And though her times got better, she was always tired and seemed to lack the spark that she had when she’d first returned from the Alps. Her parents knew better than to ask what had happened, and in many ways, the relationship with Lance made more sense. If the Alps had never happened, he was likely what she would have wound up with anyway.

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      A little more than a year had passed since the trip to the Alps. Katie and Lance had moved on, and while there was no talk of marriage in the future, they dutifully assumed their roles as a minor celebrity couple. Her life revolved around eating very little, training very much, and thinking about that magic moment when the gun would go off and the race of a lifetime would begin.

      South Korea was a dream come true for Katie. This was her final chance to prove herself as an athlete; it was do or die time, and she meant to do. Her parents had come over two weeks early, when she and the rest of the team did, and Steve and his family came the day before the first round qualifiers. Pete was there and nervous as ever, and her publicist assured her that this would be the opportunity to win back the celebrity she had lost with that “unfortunate incident’ in New York’s finest restaurant. She was determined to see it through. Even Lance was supposed to come, though obviously at the last minute. He was a very important lawyer, after all.

      She gazed at herself in the mirror in the locker room before heading out for the first race. She looked as good in her red, white, and blue uniform as she ever had, and she had reached the pinnacle of success in her chosen field. Why, then, did she feel so empty? Anyone in the world would have given anything to stand in her stakes in that moment—anyone except the one person in the world she most wanted in her life. She put thoughts of him out of her mind. He would not be a distraction today of all days.

      “It’s time.” Pete’s voice broke her concentration and she smiled at his head poking through the door.

      “Be right there,” she replied, adjusting her headgear and prepping for the race.

      Katie made the walk towards the starting blocks. AS she exited the tunnel, she could feel the chill of the air against her face. It was a familiar feeling, and it made her feel at home. As she skated up to her blocks she found herself doing something that she didn’t normally do, and had never done when racing, as far as she could remember. She prayed, even as she had back during those weeks in the Alps, thanking God, the Universe, or whomever was responsible for all of this.

      The crowd was cheering wildly, and Katie could feel the vibrations of the other skaters on the surface of the ice. Her balance was perfect and her blades slice cleanly through the surface. She was, absolutely, at the top of her game. The finish line looked like it was right in front of her. All she’d have to do as make a strong start and catch a solid enough lead, and this should be an easy win. Her heart swelled as she heard, first in person and then over the loudspeaker,

      “On our marks!”

      She steadied herself.

      “Get set!” She shook her head, trying to get the image of Jacob and his piercing blue eyes out of her mind.

      “Go!”

      And she was off like a bullet. It was the most perfect skate of her life. This was the kind of zone you set a world record in. She found herself preparing the remarks she’d give to the press. Digging her skates in hard she tried to get as much traction as she could before entering the gliding stage of the race. She pulled in front of the pack quickly, then left behind her three main contenders, first one body length, then two, then three. She felt better, stronger, keener than ever. Destiny had etched in stone that she should win this race. It was one of the few perfect moments in her life. Like that night on the mountaintop that Jacob had proposed.

      Dammit, no! She was losing her head again, and she could feel the girls behind gaining on her. She wouldn’t let distraction blind her during these precious moments. She doubled down and started again to gain.

      The crowd went wild. This was unlike anything anyone had ever seen. She was setting multiple records simultaneously here. As she made the final bend she looked up at the crowd. They were on their feet going wild. She caught sight of her parents, her brother and his family, and even Lance, who while standing was, visibly doing something on his phone, totally disinterested in the race.

      And in that moment she saw how fake it all was. The crowd was excited because she was winning the race, but no one there, apart from her parents and brother, really cared about her as a person. Even for Lance she was little more than an amusing and convenient lay. And she remembered Jacob’s words, about what was really important, about pursuing your true love. And she could see his face again, and as the finish line came again into sight and she knew she would win the race she saw him again, standing on the other side of the finish line arms open ready to catch her.

      She didn’t see the crash so much as hear it, and feel the ice-cold pain shoot through her lower limbs. The rest was a blur. She saw the medics run out onto the ice, heard the cries of the skater she’d taken with her, the distant voices of the commentators announcing her win but concerned over the severity of her injuries. She saw her parents faces, eventually, her dad assuring her it would all be okay, and her mom telling her again and again and again how much she loved her and how good a job she’d done.

      She was in and out of consciousness for the next few hours. She heard snippets of things which echoed in her head like, “multiple fractures” and “definite nerve damage”. She wasn’t surprised when, in her stupor, a doctor came in to join her tear-stained parents to tell her that she would never skate again. In fact, he warned her, she might never even walk again.

      Pete stopped by to see her that first night, but was clearly more concerned about what this meant for the team than what it meant to her. He tried to be comforting and told her she’d had a good run, but she knew that she’d blown it at the crucial moment. This was her great shame.

      What surprised her least of all was that, after the few visitors she’d had from the team and from the games committee, she asked her parents about Lance. Her mother had simply burst into tears and her father had shook his head, tears in his eyes and not saying a word. He didn’t even bother to say goodbye, because really, their relationship had never been about talking, had it?

      In those early days in the hospital in South Korea Katie wanted desperately to die. If she’d had the ability she may well have committed suicide, but she was watched so closely, and so weak from the drugs that she couldn’t have managed much. But she learned despair from the inside out. It wasn’t until her first bath, perhaps four days after the accident that she started to recover her will to live. And it was entirely bound up in this: she simply wanted to be able to take care of herself again, whatever that meant, and whatever it took.

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      Katie watched the rest of the Olympics from traction in her hospital bed at Pyongyang. After a month she was medivaced back to the States. There were, of course, lots of embarrassing news stories about her and her tragic fall from grace at the height of her career. The U.S. wound up taking both silver and bronze in women’s speed skating, but everyone said it would have been different, if only Katie Cory hadn’t…

      

      Because her injury had taken place during the Olympics, ostensibly in service to her country, one of the senators from Kansas had gotten her a bed at Walter Reed, the hospital in Bethesda that does all of the rehab with war veterans. The program was gruelling but effective. Despite the multiple fractures, nerve damage, and herniated disks in her back, within a month back at the States she was able to bear weight on one foot and was able to operate her own wheelchair. Long-term prospects looked good for walking, at least at short distances. The damage to her legs was bad but repairable; they’d but about a dozen pins in between both legs, and she’d never be able to walk through a metal detector again without setting it off, but her legs were healing up nicely. It was the nerve damage caused by the fall and the herniated discs in her back that were the real trouble. That’s what the long-term physical therapy was meant to improve.

      Camaraderie was a big part of treatment at Walter Reed, but since Katie wasn’t really military it was hard for her to connect with the other patients. And while her injuries were severe, it wasn’t like she’d stepped on a landmine in Iraq—she felt fake being there. To make matters worse, Maryland was about as far away from Kansas as anything could be, so while her mom came in for a few days every couple of weeks, she felt very, very alone.

      There had been cards and such at first, but that all dried up pretty quickly as well. She realized very, very quickly, that while lots of people knew who she was, very, very few people, even among those in her life really knew her. People didn’t know what kind of flowers to send or books to buy. Even the attempts other people made to make her feel loved and cared for often fell flat.

      Then one day, about two months after returning, just after having put weight on her second foot for the first time since the accident, Katie received a package. It was anonymous, sent without a card or even a label from the vendor. It consisted of a vase with Peonies, which were her favorite flowers, and a box of Swiss chocolates.

      It couldn’t be. Katie couldn’t afford to let herself believe that this had really come from him, because if she was wrong the devastation would be worse than having never received anything at all. Maybe it was some sort of twisted joke from Lance. Yes, that was far easier to believe and more likely than that the man who’s heart she broke would come to her in her hour of need and make everything right again. So she chose to believe they came from Lance, but she made herself a promise; a deep, secret promise she would only admit to herself in her most needy time. If she could only see him once more, if should could only get a chance to say….

      Katie awoke the next morning from a deep, deep sleep. They’d had to give her tranquilizers she was so agitated from receiving the package. Her eyes were blurry, but after fumbling with her glasses she could make out the figure at the foot of her bed. And she sat straight up.

      It was Lance.

      “Get the package, Stilts?” His eyes flitted to her legs, still in ugly metal braces. And he smiled a smile that didn’t demand one in return.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “It’s been three months. Plus, I just argued a case before the Supreme Court. I…” He started using his “drone-on” voice. Katie couldn’t handle it. She let him have it.

      “Shut the hell up.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I said, shut the hell up. And get out of my room. Now.”

      “Katie, c’mon now, I know it’s been a while but…”

      “But nothing. You wanted me for a cheap lay, and I gave you that, again and again and again, because I hated myself for losing out on the best opportunity of my life. You just validated my poor sense of self-worth. You’re nothing more than the gum on the sidewalk that sticks to an old shoe and convinces you to get rid of a shoe you should have thrown out long ago. So now I’m throwing out the gum along with the shoe. Get. The Hell. Out. Of. My Room.”

      Lance looked more shocked than he had that day on the mountain. He opened and closed his mouth a couple of times, then shrugged and walked out, carrying his flowers with him.

      Catherine sat in silence for a few moments, weeping and raging. The quiet was broken by a deep baritone.

      “Well, done, Catherine. I knew you had it in you.”

      Katie knew that voice, but she couldn’t let herself believe it was true.

      He stepped out of shadows near the room’s private bath. It was only then that she noticed the sound of the toilet running.

      “How long have you been here?”

      “I’ve been here since last night. My plane didn’t get into Washington till after eleven, and I came straight here. The nurse said it would be alright if I cleaned up in there, and I heard Lance come in while I was shaving. But I waited. I knew you could handle him.”

      Katie’s face flushed. He must know about she and Lance. “Jacob, I’m so sorry. But after you and I broke up, I just felt so badly about myself, and nobody had ever made me feel worse than Lance, so….”

      He smiled sadly. Sitting down on the bed he took her hand gently in his. “Remember, before, when we talked about things that we “needed to work out?”

      She nodded through the tears which were running hot and fast down her face.

      “Well this would fall into that category. Obviously you were working some things out, and no doubt still are…” He gestured towards her legs. “But now, at least, you don’t have to work through them alone.”

      They sat in silence for a long while. It was like their comfortable silences of old, not the uncomfortable, “What is he thinking” silences that marked the end of their relationship. After a while, Katie spoke.

      “Jacob, why are you here?”

      His brow furrowed and his face scrunched up. “Catherine, you know why I’m here. I love you. I told you…”

      “It’s been more than a year, and it’s been months since the Olympics.”

      “I was at the Olympics.”

      “No you weren’t.”

      “Yes, I was.”

      “I looked for you.”

      “I’m not sure if you noticed, but there were a lot of people.”

      She couldn’t help but smile at that one. So did he.

      “Really, you were there?”

      “I was, in the cheap seats. Your parents and family were up front. I couldn’t afford anything up there. But we met in the Olympic Village the day of…” His voice trailed off and he smiled sadly.

      “Why didn’t you come see me?”

      “I did.” He paused. “I tried. And I got in there, that first night. You were calling for me, so your parents let me in to see you. I held your hand until they came to take you to surgery. And your parents and I were with you all through recovery. But when the doctor came in and told you that you would never skate again, that you likely wouldn’t walk again…well, you kind of lost it. You started screaming about the ugly on the outside matching the ugly on the inside. Your parents asked me to go. I stayed in South Korea the whole month, but they never let me back in to see you again. They thought it would be too hard on the both of us.”

      “So where have you been since?”

      “Well, I thought that if they wouldn’t let me see you in South Korea, they definitely wouldn’t let me see you back home, and especially in a military hospital. To be honest, I was crushed, not by your injury, but by the way it seemed to break your spirit. So I went home, discussed it with my dad, and the two of us went to Pakistan and climbed K2.”

      “What? You got depressed from getting dumped by your psycho ex-girlfriend and so went and climbed the second-tallest mountain in the world?”

      He tried to suppress a smile. It didn’t work very well. “Ya,” he said. “That’s what we Swiss do.”

      And together they laughed as they hadn’t in ages. And Katie knew once again that everything would be ok.

      They held each other for a long time. The nurses came in twice, but realized what was happening and gave them plenty of space. This was at least as healing for Katie as anything they could do for her. Jacob stretched out his long frame carefully against hers, perched precariously on the edge of the bed, but her head resting on his broad chest.

      “Do you know what I missed most, Jacob, through all of it?”

      “What’s that, Catherine?”

      “It wasn’t the running or the walking, the hiking or the skating, it wasn’t even bathing myself or going to the bathroom alone. What I have missed most, what I missed with you once you left and what I knew I never could have nor ever wanted to have with Lance was…I don’t know how to describe it. Every time I encountered something really good, you know: a sunset or a sunrise, or a good meal, or a great conversation, a healthy workout or a satisfying episode on tv; I just found myself being grateful, and wanting to give that gratitude to someone else.”

      Jacob leaned over the kissed the top of her head gently. “That, Miss Catherine, is what we call prayer.”

      She nodded. “I know. I think I started to realize that part of the way through. But I’ve never been very religious, and I don’t know the Bible well at all. I wasn’t sure I was even allowed to pray.”

      There was that familiar chuckle again. “Of course you are allowed to pray. You must pray, when you experience the good things like you say, or else all the good gets backed up—bad for your system!” They both laughed at that one.

      “Jacob,” Catherine said, once the laughter had subsided. “Would you pray with me now?”

      Jacob looked down at her with tears in her eyes and drew her hand to his lips. “Darling,” he said. “I thought you’d never ask.”

      Jacob shifted his weight again and slipped neatly off of the bed. Then, turning around, he planted both knees firmly on the ground and took both of Catherine’s hands in his own. At the beginning he simply bent his head and said nothing. Catherine followed suit. When he did speak, he said this:

      

      
        
        Lord Jesus,

        Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.

        Thank you for the world which you have made,

        And the people you have given us to enjoy it with.

        Thank you for the high peaks of the Swiss Alps,

        And the golden fields of the Kansas heartland;

        The mighty oceans and roaring seas,

        The quiet islands, and the tiny, whispering sounds.

        But most of all, thank you for Catherine,

        Who has glorified you in the feats of her body,

        And who now glorifies you by growth in the Spirit.

        Her injury has taught her humility, let your healing now

        Teach her of your grace.

        In ancient times you spoke but a word and made

        The deaf hear and the dumb speak; you opened the eyes of the blind man,

        And said to the cripple, “Take up your mat and walk,” and so he did.

        Speak now to your servant Catherine, and raise her up to walk again for you,

        To run again for you, to dance in your temple and skate in your name.

        And give her the grace always, always, always to be grateful,

        And so to grow in the Spirit and grace, to give you greater glory,

        And to love you and your people more and more.

        Amen.

        

      

      

      It was one of the most perfect, restful moments of Catherine’s life. Though he was kneeling slightly below her, she could smell the pine and apple blossom on his hair, and she felt as protected as she had resting on his chest. And her heart resonated with every word. She realized she knew more of the stories he was referencing than she was giving herself credit for, and from somewhere deep inside feelings arose: from Sunday school, from the occasional Sunday sermon she’d heard growing up, and she became aware of something—of a presence—a presence that had been following her, or perhaps better, that she had been following herself all of her life long. She realized now that every time she felt gratitude for something, every time things were right and ordered, every time her heart sang out in joy and gratitude or in pain and frustration and despair, it wasn’t to some vague abstraction, it wasn’t to “the Universe” in some generic sense—it was to a Person.

      It was only then that she realized there was a crucifix in the room. Her mother had put in up on her first trip, along with lots of other things: family photos, the cereal boxes with Katie’s picture, and of course, her skates. The cross just hung there on the wall, unobtrusively at the foot of her bed in the shadow under the tv mount. But suddenly it seemed like the most real thing in all the room; this cross and her Jacob the two things which connected her to the Presence. And so, squeezing Jacob’s hand even tighter, she shifted herself on her bed and swung her feet out and over to the side.

      Jacob still had his head bowed, praying intently. He’d squeeze when she squeezed his hand, but otherwise seemed pretty out of it. That was alright, this was her moment with Him. Gingerly, ever so delicately, she allowed her feet to touch the cold linoleum of the hospital room. And she pressed her weight down, first on one foot, and then on the other. As she did so she felt a heat, not like a burning sensation but more like the pleasant part of a roller coaster ride start at the base of her spine and move upwards through her and out her head, and downwards through her bottom, down to her knees and out through her feet. And the next thing she knew, she was walking.

      And Jacob, in the meantime, had risen from his location on the floor at the side of the bed and stood, mouth agape and eyes glistening.

      “Katie,” he spluttered. “I, uh, I…shall I call a nurse?”

      “No, silly!” she answered, arms out, standing free of all the walls. “And my name is Catherine.”

      Over the next few weeks Catherine improved more and more. It wasn’t as though she started walking on her own all the time that day in the hospital, but while her progress before had been coming in fits and starts, now it was proceeding by leaps and bounds. Within a week she could navigate the halls using just a walker; two weeks and she could get to the bathroom by herself and shower herself using a stool. By the end of a month they were beginning to talk about moving her home, and started to develop a plan for more long-term physical therapy.

      Her mother arrived the week after Jacob showed back up, and at the month-mark, when talk about her moving home grew more serious, her dad came out too. It was decided that the best course of action would be for Catherine to return to Kansas and live with her parents for a time. There she would have full time support and people around the house as she got back on her feet, as well as access to regular physical therapy.

      The day before she was scheduled for discharge they threw a party for her at Walter Reed. All of her new friends from the floor were there, along with her family, friends, and of course, Jacob. People made toasts and praised Catherine and her team for all of her hard work. She was especially moved when a number of her veteran friends talked about the inspiration she had been to them, and that they now believed firmly that if she could get better and return to an ordinary life, so could they.

      Finally, towards the end of the party, the unmistakable sound of silver clinking on glass filled the air. Jacob rose, his large frame towering over most of the others, and spoke.

      “As most of you know, Catherine and met nearly two years ago now when Catherine came on a hike through the Alps. I was hired to be her guide, and we discovered on that trip a great affection for each other, and a common vision for our future. We lost sight of that vision, but Catherine’s injury and rehab have brought us back together. And so now, with all our friends and family present, I’d like to ask you a question I once asked you long ago…”

      With that he knelt, and Catherine raised herself up out of the wheelchair in which she’d been sitting. He produced a box from inside his jacket pocket and offered it up to her. She didn’t even year the words, just yelped out a “Yes!” and started crying. The room erupted into applause and before she knew it she was wrapped up in Jacob’s arms and he was spinning her, around and around and around again. And as he set her back on her feet, which grew steadier by the day, he reached backwards to the table on which his glass was set and raised it. “To climbing the mountain again, no matter how steep it seems, and no matter how far you’ve fallen.” And crowd responded with cheers, which sounded eerily like an “Amen.”

      Jacob accompanied Catherine home and helped her resettle with her family. Then he went to New York and Chicago and cleaned out her condos there, selling most of her things but saving personal mementos. After the practicalities of life in both cities were taken care of Jacob moved back to Kansas City where Catherine’s rehab continued to progress steadily.

      One night Jacob was reading in the living room when Catherine walked in from her bedroom, where she had been working.

      “Hey Jacob?” she asked.

      “Ya, Babe. What can I do?”

      “You mind taking me for a ride?”

      “Of course not.”

      Catherine was more than used to cars by now, but they still hadn’t cleared her to drive yet. They wanted to make sure she had adequate nerve control over both legs. This wasn’t an uncommon request. Usually they’d just zip over to the Target or the Walgreens for shampoo or something, but instead she had him drive her to her old ice rink.

      As they pulled up into the handicapped parking spot Jacob glanced over at Catherine.

      “Sweetheart, what are we doing here? You know the doctors have been clear about skating. One bad fall could undo everything…”

      “I’m not here to skate, Jacob. I just left something here that I’ve been thinking about. I’d like to have it back.”

      Jacob gave her a quizzical look, shrugged, and then smiled. “Alright.”

      He moved to help her out of the car but she shrugged him off. As she’d gotten her feet back under her there was a very definite “I’ll do it myself!” streak that he hadn’t seen before. He and her dad would joke about it from time to time as apparently this is what she was like as a little girl.

      It did not surprise him that she still had keys to the rink. She was, after all, the most accomplished athlete ever to come through the little local complex. Nor was he shocked that she still knew where lights and such were. She walked them over to the skate rack, selected a pair, and handed them over to him.

      “Here,” she said. “Put these on.”

      “But, Catherine,” he sputtered. “I don’t skate.”

      “You do now,” she insisted, and in a tone which he had learned not to argue with.

      After losing his shoes and lacing up his own skates he stepped gingerly onto the ice.

      “What’s a-matter,” she teased. “You scale Everest and K2 and now are afraid of a little old ice rink in Kansas?”

      That set him off. He tried to step off faster to gain some speed, but wound up tumbling right onto his bum. He looked shocked, even hurt for a moment, but then the both of them burst into familiar laughter.

      “This isn’t as easy as you make it look,” he said, trying to get himself back up.

      “No,” she said. “It’s not. Here. You’re doing it wrong.”

      And without even thinking about it she was back out on the ice. She didn’t have skates on, but she glided easily enough with her sneakers. Jacob’s eyes were like saucers by the time she reached him. She set herself down next to him and was demonstrating how to stand when she realized he was still gawping.

      “Take a picture,” she said. “It’ll last longer.”

      “But you’re, you’re, you…”

      “Listen,” she said, sitting down with a huff next to him. “Since this all started, you’ve been the one guiding me, teaching me how to do things, and especially once I’d fallen, how to get back up again. Now let me show you.”

      And she did. She taught him how to get up after falling, and how to glide, and how to speed. She taught him curves and turns and spins and whirls. And six months later, after having exchanged vows in a pretty little country church, they had their reception at the old ice rink, and the two of them danced together on the ice.

      And you can still find them today, in a pretty little chalet at the foot of Mont Blanc, prepping teams and leading groups up the mountain and through the Alps. That is, except during skating season, when you’re more likely to find Catherine staying in Zurich, teaching the next team of Swiss speed skaters just how Americans have come to dominate the sport. She’s now the winningest speed skating coach in history. If, by chance, you do visit their chalet sometime you’ll know it by the cross above the door, and the sign which reads: Hotel Fallen: Where You Come to Get Up Again. And before every hike, no matter the group, you’ll be invited to pray; and if anyone complains the get a story, a story they, and you, are likely never to forget.

      

      
        THE END
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        Chapter 1

      

      Janie woke up with an uneasy notion. It felt as if everything around her was out of place. The bed under her was not her bed. The room the bed stood in was not her room. Everything smelled sterile and unfamiliar – not as much like in a brand new house as in a brand new car. Fractures of lively conversation and occasional giggles intruded into her privacy. The noise had no visible source. It was oozing from the walls, it rushed at Janie from every possible angle. It was the excited but rather meaningless banter of a faceless, juvenile crowd. She did not need to understand what they were saying to know what they were talking about. The football team threw a big welcome party in the dorm yesterday night and everybody went.

      Everybody except her, Janie thought.

      Right, she reminded herself after a yawn. Her mind was getting sharper. She stretched her arms and legs.

      Right, she thought, welcome to college.

      Janie sat up on that unfamiliar bed and slipped her naked feet into her familiar pair of warm slippers. Her panties were white and old-fashioned. But at least they fitted her well. Her upper body was covered by an oversized T-shirt that had the college mascot printed on its front. It was part of the welcome package she received like everybody else moving into the dorm for the first time at the beginning of the term. The package consisted of useless souvenirs from the college’s gift shop – a bundle of leftover stuff no one was willing to buy anymore. And Janie could only understand why: who would want an XXXXXL sized Tee that came in women’s cut and had the silhouette of a huge, red, furious rhino charging forward printed on it?

      Janie rubbed her eyes and looked around her new room. She had no real reason for complaining. It was spacious. Nothing fancy but there was enough room left for two people to move around inside it comfortably, even with a pair of identical cupboards, beds, and desks standing by the walls.

      The windows were huge and faced east. The thick drapes were pulled aside. The optimistic first rays of a rising sun flooded the room. They promised Janie that she had a beautiful day ahead of herself.

      Her eyes rested for a moment on the empty bed standing by the opposite wall. Linda, Janie’s roommate, left a mess like she always did. There were pieces of clothing piled on it in a haphazard manner – Linda had to try on every garment from her cupboard before she was able to make up her mind.

      Janie did not blame Linda for her vanity. As first cheerleader of the college’s infamous football team, the Charlotte Rhinos, she must have been all about appearance. They had been living together for less than a whole week but Janie already knew that they were never going to become friends. They could not be more different. The only thing Janie hoped for regarding their flawed relationship was that it would never get any worse. The last thing she needed was an enemy like Linda in the dorm.

      Janie yawned again and got up on her feet. She took her bathing caddy out of her cupboard and chose a clean towel. Drowsily, she started ahead towards the door of the room. The bathrooms were located at the end of the corridor.

      She opened the door of her room and got hit by lightning. Not by a real one. But the physical sensation that rushed through her unsuspicious body could not be more authentic. A shocking strike hit her: on the corridor, in front of her room stood the golden boy of the college, Cal Bailey, captain of the football team. Her first reaction was followed by a striking shock: Cal stood in front of her bare naked.

      Janie froze. She was franticly looking for anything appropriate to say. But her sharp, exceptional mind let Janie down. She felt that her thoughts sort of melted while the most popular guy of the whole institution kept smiling a stupid, radiating smile at her. He just stood there bare naked and smiled with a mixture of patience and confidence flashing up in his pair of bright, blue eyes. Janie realized that her cheeks must have turned blistering red – she felt an incredible heat scorching all over her blushing face.

      Finally Cal had mercy on her and opened his mouth.

      “Hey” he said, “you must be Janie. Janie Williams.”

      The spell that forced Janie to stare at Cal’s smooth skin, broad chest, and muscular belly – and some of his other uncovered and remarkable body-parts – finally broke. She was free to nod.

      “I’m Cal,” he said and passed beside Janie. Janie turned around. Cal pushed the door in and entered her room.

      “Linda told me a lot about you,” Cal added over his shoulder, “I’m her boyfriend.”

      Janie remained speechless. She had caught a glimpse of a perfectly curving butt before the door closed behind Cal. The cause of her embarrassment vanished but she was still far from being quite herself. She staggered backwards and bent herself against the wall. She was in bad need of support – her legs felt weak and her body remained in a slight tremble.

      “Look at you,” a sharp, mocking voice snapped at her from the end of the corridor, “do not get your hopes up too soon, bookworm.” The remark was followed by a bouquet of giggles which hurt Janie’s dignity even more than the previous statement itself. She did not have to look in order to confirm whom the voice belonged to. Linda and her cheerleader friends got back to the dorm.

      It took Janie some serious effort not to blush again.

      She smiled at Linda as they approached her.

      “What would I hope for, anyway?” she hinted as calmly as possible. Unfortunately, her voice did not ring confidently enough. A little chime of falseness gave her out.

      Linda took her stance right in front of Janie. The cheerleader was a little taller and a lot more athletic than her. Janie shook her head and stared at the tiles covering the corridor.

      “Yeah,” Linda sneered, “you shall have no hopes since Cal only dates cheerleaders…”

      Janie was tempted to explain that it was not what she meant. She would not have wanted to do anything with a dumbass brute like Cal even if he came begging to her. She was not here to win popularity contests, fall in love, or get into fights with possessive maniacs like Linda. She only wanted to get her degree – to study and be left alone in peace.

      Linda took a step backwards.

      “Look at you” she whispered just loudly enough so all of her friends could also clearly hear it, “you are trembling all over in excitement. That was just a naked body.”

      “But what a body,” one of Linda’s friends remarked with a dreamy voice.

      The cheerleaders burst out in uncontrollable giggles, again. Like a bunch of high school juniors – Janie loathed each and every one of them for their lighthearted stupidity.

      “Shut up, Lindsay,” Linda snapped at her friend. The giggling was cut off in an instant.

      “Keep your distance,” Linda warned Janie then she turned back to her friends.

      “Is he really going to take you out for a ride in his car?” one of the girls quizzed Linda.

      Janie did not care about them and they did not seem to care about her anymore. She used the opportunity to move away from the bunch towards the bathrooms. The chatter behind her back went on in a similar fashion. The exclusive topic: Cal Bailey. The voice of the questioners: borderline hysterical. Janie felt like she would start puking up if she had to listen to them any longer. She pushed the door of the bathroom in.

      “If you are so much in heat,” she heard Linda shouting after her, “you should get yourself your own source of entertainment.”

      Janie glanced back at Linda as she stood triumphantly in the middle of the corridor. The stupid wench, Janie thought.

      “What was the last time you had been together with someone, anyway?” Linda added with another of her trademark sneers.

      “It has been a long time,” Janie muttered in embarrassment and walked into the bathroom. She could still hear the cheerleaders laughing on the corridor. The hurtful noises faded away only after she turned on the shower’s faucet.

      While undressing, Janie was still thinking about her answer to Linda’s last question. She stepped into the shower case. The cool water soothed her skin. It cascaded down her shoulders tenderly, leaving Janie with an illusion of gentle strokes caressing her bare back tirelessly.

      What was the last time she had been together with someone? Had she told Linda the truth, Janie thought, it would have been only worse.

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      On her chemistry class, Janie found some remedy for the poisonous mishaps that took place in the dorm that morning.

      “Our first lab experiment this semester is going to be a qualitative analyses of cations in an aqueous mixture,” Professor Dean Moriarty announced to the class. He stood on top of a podium, in front of a huge, green chalkboard.

      His voice filled the classroom, it rang with optimism and passion. Unlike most other professors in the college, he dressed casually and had a really hip air about himself.

      Janie guessed he could not be a day older than forty.

      As he stood there in front of the class, wearing an “I fcuking love science” Tee with a pair of khaki shorts, he held his stance like a boxing phenomenon right before a title contending fight which he expected to win with a first round K.O.

      The class went gradually silent.

      A guilty little grin flashed up on Janie’s face. Professor Moriarty was hot by all means. And judging by the nature of the glances he received from the other girls, Janie was not the only one realizing this.

      “I’m happy that I have your attention” Moriarty continued. He turned to the chalkboard and started to scribble down some formulas. “And why wouldn’t I have it,” Moriarty laughed, “our topic is as fancy as it ever gets.” Moriarty spoke confidently. His words did not lack credibility. Still, the classroom answered him with a wave of suspicious giggling. Even Janie had to wonder whether he was serious or only joking.

      Moriarty was talking to the chalkboard.

      “Is there anyone who could tell me what cations are?”

      The class immediately went silent. Janie felt like raising a hand and giving an answer but a quick look-around convinced her otherwise. Her classmates stared ahead of themselves with glassy eyes and occasional squints. It was obvious not only that neither of them had never heard of cations but also that they were ready to roast anyone giving an answer. Janie had already become the bookworm of the dorm and she did not dare risking the same thing to happen in this class, too. She bit into her lower lip, her arm remained resting on her thigh under the desk.

      Moriarty turned around in front of the chalkboard and flashed a supportive, encouraging smile towards the class.

      “What about an aqueous mixture then?” he demanded, sort of muttering. The silence in the class grew so intense by then that even the last rows could hear each and every word of the baffled Moriarty. Janie knew the answer but remained hiding behind an expressionless face. Her eyes met with Moriarty’s for a second but she made sure that the professor would not see any sparks of intelligence in them. She stared ahead of herself in the same fashion like everyone else – with glassy eyes and a slightly bored impression.

      The door of the classroom was swung wide open. Janie could not imagine how this day would turn any worse until she recognized that Cal Bailey was standing on the threshold of her chemistry classroom. That just did the trick. His smile was as radiating as ever, his cool blue eyes full of confidence like always.

      “Mr. Bailey,” Moriarty mocked the student, “how nice of you showing up so early.” Moriarty checked the clock that hung over the door. “We have started only ten minutes ago and you are already here.”

      Cal did not stress himself about the professor. He looked around the class and recognized Janie among the rows. Janie wished she could have turned invisible or at least been swallowed by the floor.

      “Got a little hold up, prof,” Cal explained and started ahead.

      “Wait a second,” the professor stopped him. “Being late without any reasonable excuse is not tolerated.”

      Bailey did not stop, only slowed down with his advancing. For Janie’s greatest embarrassment he seemed to advance straight towards her.

      “On the other hand,” Moriarty continued, “I would not mind letting you in if you could help us out.”

      “I would be glad,” Bailey answered and stopped in front of the podium.

      Moriarty looked down at him.

      “Could you please explain us what an aqueous mixture is?”

      There was a moment of silence.

      “An aqueous mixture is,” Bailey replied confidently, “when Aquaman loves a human female and they breed.”

      The classroom exploded with roaring laughter. Even Moriarty had to smile.

      “Well,” the prof said, “that’s an A for humor. Pick a lab partner and take a seat beside him!”

      Bailey nodded and continued his stroll through the classroom. On his way, he collected a couple of high fives from other members of the football team. Moriarty turned back to the chalkboard and continued his scribbling. He explained what cations were in a low, monotonic voice.

      Janie could not understand a word but it was not the professor’s fault. Cal was still advancing straight towards her. Suddenly she realized that Cal had no other choice. The last free seat in the classroom was the one beside her. She started to copy the professor’s scribbling on the chalkboard into her notebook. What she felt was sheer terror.

      “Hey,” she heard Cal’s voice from up close, “you mind?”

      Janie nodded but at the same time she did her best to appear extremely busy with the copying.

      Cal took the seat.

      “I do not think that you have to write that down,” Cal whispered to her.

      Her embarrassment was washed away by a gulf of indignation.

      “Why not?” she mocked Cal. “Because it is useless bookworm stuff and has got nothing to do with football?”

      Janie looked up and her eyes met with Cal’s. Looking at him from such a close distance almost forced Janie to change her opinion about him being a mindless brute. His eyes were calm and reflected intelligence – they had a cool and collected mind hiding behind them.

      “No,” Cal sniggered, “that is covered in the textbook, I think, from page six.”

      Janie froze again. What the hell this guy was talking about, she thought. She opened her textbook and turned to page six. For her genuine surprise Cal was right. It was all there.

      “I did not expect you to have looked in any of your textbooks,” Janie replied with scorn. “In any book ever, to be honest,” she added mockingly.

      “Why?” Cal asked, “is that because I’m here with a football scholarship?”

      Janie run out of words. She was trapped again – she lost herself in the reflection of that pair of infamous, blue eyes. Moriarty saved her this time.

      “Mr. Bailey would you mind paying attention to the class instead of trying to mesmerize Mrs. Williams?”

      The classroom reacted with another burst of laughter. Janie felt like she had been the target of cruel jokes more times today than what she could patiently handle. But at least Cal turned his head towards Moriarty and she was free, again.

      “I’m paying attention,” Cal protested.

      “In that case,” Moriarty replied, “could you tell us what a qualitative analyses is?”

      “Sure,” Cal nodded confidently.

      “You just have to get some quality for yourself and then analyze it.”

      The roaring laughter arrived according to schedule.

      “Well,” Moriarty said calmly, “you might not have expected it but actually that is about as right as it gets.”

      The class went on in similar fashion. Janie was furious. When it finally ended, she jammed her stuff back into her bag and left immediately. Cal caught up with her on the corridor.

      “Listen, Janie,” he murmured, “do not be such a hater. I promise that this is going to be just fine. You might not think I’m much, but I will not screw things up, okay?”

      Janie did not even care any longer. The day had only started but she could not handle any more annoyance. Instead of answering, she nailed her gaze onto the floor and walked away with hurried, stern steps.

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      In the upcoming weeks, for Janie’s greatest delight, Cal kept his promise. He was not the best lab partner of all times but also far from being the worst ever.

      Janie had to carry most of the weight off-class.

      The evening was sort of warm for early October. Janie sat at the open windows in her dorm room with all sorts of books scattered all around her desk. She was trying hard to solve a molar equation but her solution did not match the one given by the textbook. She sighed and took a sip of water from the bottle she had on her desk standing.

      What was wrong with her formulas, she kept wondering.

      Then a cheeky little grin appeared in the corner of her mouth.

      The formulas might have been just right, after all. It might have been her focus that betrayed her. It was faltering, wandering. Janie could not deny that for the first time in her life she found something a lot more interesting to marvel over than science. Instead of the details of the experiment and Moriarty’s lecture, Cal’s reactions and quiet, personal remarks kept her thoughts busy.

      For a crazy moment she felt like she missed Cal. Then she sighed again and shook her head. He was a nonsensical brute, a womanizing bastard. Besides the fact that he could not possibly have any real interest in her, Janie would not be interested in him even if he was the last guy on the face of the Earth.

      The fatality of that last thought scared her. A cool breeze sailed inside the room through the open windows and Janie trembled. Maybe she should not have been so quick to judge Cal. Maybe he was trying hard and honest to win her sympathy. Maybe in some way he was even genuinely interested about her. He might have not been here to help solving the equation, but he did his part. At least, he kept Linda busy and that way Janie had their room all for herself.

      Suddenly Janie felt like missing Cal, again – and her trembling was not due to that cool breeze from the outside any more, but to some warm ripples, shaking her body from the inside.

      Then the door of the room opened.

      “Hey, Linda,” Janie greeted her roommate reluctantly.

      “Hey, Janie,” a familiar voice replied. But it did not belong to Linda.

      “What are you doing?” Linda shrilled from behind Janie’s back. “Look at all those books. It is only the beginning of October.” She followed up her remark with some stupid giggles.

      The way she said those things, the way she laughed, suggested that Linda must have thought that she had uttered something extremely witty. That other person who entered the room did not share her enthusiasm since he kept himself from laughing. Linda’s giggles sort of flattened out. Janie felt extremely glad for the other person refusing to be part of an attempt of her humiliation.

      Janie turned around.

      “It is called studying” she snapped at Linda. “Some professors expect you to do some work throughout the semester on a continuous basis.” Her words were not only aimed at Linda. Cal was the guy who entered the room with Linda – and Janie’s little rant carried more reproach towards him than towards her.

      Cal did not seem to take it personally. He just smiled at Janie his usual, disarming way.

      “All right, bookworm,” Linda muttered in a clueless fashion. She did not like how Cal was still paying attention to her roommate, that little grey moth of a girl. She grabbed her boyfriend’s wrist and pulled him down onto her bed.

      “Do not let us bother you while you are doing your precious studying,” she murmured and kissed Cal. Janie could not watch this any longer and turned back to her books. She tried hard to pretend she was deaf but the noises got only louder and her anger fiercer. After a certain point, she could not even decide any longer whether she hated Linda or Cal more. She heard how they exchanged wet kisses, how they rolled over and back on the top of that bed with their bodies stuck together. She could not focus on the formulas any longer.

      Janie packed her stuff and got onto her feet. She turned around and tried hard to block the part of her vision that fell upon Cal and Linda. She crossed the room without a word and was about to leave.

      “Hey Janie” she heard Cal’s voice sort of shouting after her.

      “What?” Janie exclaimed.

      She could not avoid looking at them any longer. Cal was laying on top of Linda’s body, his strong arms pinned Linda’s wrists down to the sheets. His hip weighed down against Linda’s, and his chest touched her pointy breasts. Linda did not look at her, she was busy with applying kisses all over Cal’s smooth neck.

      “Do you not want to come to one of our fraternity parties?” Cal asked without as much as a trace of shame in his voice, facial expression, or glistering eyes.

      Janie shook her head.

      “No,” she said, “I do not.”

      And she turned around, again.

      “Where are you going?” Cal insisted on continuing the conversation.

      “To the library,” Janie muttered.

      “To where?” Cal exclaimed.

      Janie stepped out onto the corridor.

      “The big building in the middle of the campus. With all the books in it…” Janie explained mockingly and let the door swing shut behind her.

      She felt a little triumphant – she was happy that she found the strength and courage to talk back to Cal in such a witty fashion. And for once he had nothing to answer, for once she kept the upper hand.

      While she was strolling down the corridor towards the exit of the dorm, she heard mumbled fractions of a conversation coming from her room. It might have been only her imagination but Linda might have said something rude about a certain bookworm.

      Cal reacted quite simply. He told her girlfriend to shut her mouth.

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      Sorority rush night. The biggest event of the whole fall semester – the topic every freshmen is so eager to discuss but never mentions because looking too excited about it might just wreck their chances getting into the house of their desire.

      Janie was glad that the big night finally arrived, just like everyone else. But she had her own grossly different reason. Linda, and most of the other girls from the dorm, left. Felt like having the whole building all for herself, Janie sat in front of her desk, studying and enjoying the silence. Those molar equation still did not add up to anything what the textbook suggested.

      Someone knocked on her door. It was a ghastly noise, something totally unexpected and unwelcome. Janie sighed but did not answer the knocking. She hoped that the visitor would just give up and leave.

      The knocking was repeated.

      Janie sighed. Only good thing about it, she thought, that it could not be Linda. She would not knock.

      “Yes?” she snapped. Her tone of voice left no doubt of her intentions – whoever the intruder was, she did not want her coming in. Nevertheless, the door slowly opened up. Janie turned around to face the entrance of the room. Cal Bailey stood on the corridor and, for Janie’s greatest surprise, he looked confused.

      “Hey, Janie,” Cal said carefully.

      Janie was not sure how she should react. Cal’s intrusion was unexpected but his presence was not completely unwelcome. Especially that Linda was not around.

      “Can I help you?” Janie asked trying hard to sound indifferent. She must have convinced Cal since his confusion did not evaporate – that trademark disarming smile of his did not flash up on that handsome face.

      “Actually,” Cal mumbled, “I was looking for Linda.”

      Janie shrugged her shoulders.

      “Sorority rush,” she explained.

      Cal nodded.

      “Yeah,” he said, “I know that. We were supposed to meet but she did not come. She does not answer my calls and messages. Thought she might have got drunk and came back to her room.”

      Janie lost her patience. She could not care less about Linda.

      “Well,” she snapped at Cal, “she is definitely not here.”

      Without further explaining, she turned back to her studying. A part of her wanted Cal out of the room. Another part, a strange, unfamiliar part of herself, silently begged that he would stay. Janie gave another try to the molar equation.

      “You mind if I stay for a little while?” she heard Cal asking. Her heart jumped, she could not give an answer immediately because she had lost her voice. Janie had pinch her own thigh in order to find her way back to reality. Worst thing was that she had no idea what affected her so savagely.

      “Sure,” she sighed.

      She could hear Cal making his way through the room. For a split second Janie believed that he was going to sit down on Linda’s empty bed. But Cal passed by it and took a seat on the empty chair in front of the other desk. Needless to say that the other desk was located right next to Janie’s. In other words: far too close.

      “What are you doing?” Cal asked her politely.

      Janie dropped her pen and gave a cold shower of a look to Cal.

      “I’m studying,” she mocked him.

      “I can see that,” Cal replied calmly, “but what are you studying?”

      Janie sort of eased up. She felt on home ground, she felt like they were approaching a field where she had the advantage over Cal.

      “Chemistry,” she said slowly, “ah, wait! You should know about this. You have chemistry, right?”

      Cal answered with a suppressed smile.

      “I have,” he said, “but you know that. We are lab partners.”

      “Oh, yes, that is right. I do not even know why I sometimes feel like I’m the only one in the class who has to work on her own.”

      Cal laughed.

      “Come on, take it easy. I thought you did not want me to be screwing around. You said it yourself that you would take care of everything.”

      Janie shrugged her shoulders.

      “Well, it seems I have reached my limit.”

      Cal pulled his chair closer.

      “Hey,” Janie warned him, “no fooling around.”

      Cal laughed again.

      “Just want to help you out,” he protested.

      Janie pushed her notebook towards Cal, so he could see what bothered her.

      “Good luck with that!”

      Cal picked up the pen from the table and tore a piece of paper out of Janie’s notebook.

      “That’s not very nice,” Janie mumbled. Cal copied a couple of lines from Janie’s scribbling.

      “I just need to give this a thought,” he said and got up onto his feet. Janie did not have much hope regarding what Cal would be able to come up with. She pulled her notebook back and picked up a pen for herself.

      Cal retreated onto Linda’s bed and looked as if he was really thinking hard. Janie sighed and started to solve the equation for the umpteenth time.

      The night was getting colder. Flickering white stars entertained a full moon on a black velvet sky. There were humming noises rushing out of the darkness all over the campus – like harmless ghosts of sororities past, a faceless crowd seemed to play hide and seek among the shrubs and trees. Janie felt like she was onto something. After the last subtraction, though, the solution came up wrong, again. She tossed her pen onto the desk in disappointment.

      Just then something hit the back of her head. She had almost completely forgotten about Cal being in the room. The hit was not hurtful – the object Cal threw against her was a little paper airplane. It fell down beside her feet and just sat there peacefully.

      “What the hell?” Janie asked Cal.

      “What the hell what?” Cal replied innocently. His confident, flirting smile was back on his face.

      “That is what you needed a piece of paper for?” Janie snapped at him. Her anger was genuine. Cal was a source of distraction and he needed to be dealt with immediately.

      “Hey,” Cal protested playfully, “you have not even checked it out yet.”

      “Your little airplane?” Janie exclaimed.

      She bent down and picked it up.

      “What a wonderful little airplane,” she mused over it. Then her fist closed and the airplane was crushed into a little ball. She heaved it against Cal.

      “Hey,” Cal laughed, “what is the matter?”

      “Get out!” Janie ordered him. Her tone of voice was almost hysterical.

      Cal got up onto his feet.

      “Alright,” he said. “I do not know what the matter is with you all of a sudden.”

      Janie did not answer. Cal left swiftly, without a word.

      Janie got up and walked to Linda’s bed. She picked up the crumbled piece of paper and was about to chuck it in the bin. Then she recalled what Cal tried to defend himself with. She had not even checked it, yet. He might have been talking about something else than the plane itself.

      Janie unfolded the paper ball with trembling fingers. She did not know what she expected, but the last thing she expected was what she saw once the scribbling on the paper was revealed.

      Cal had done some work on the equation.

      Furthermore, he actually managed to solve it.

      He found the textbook solution.

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      Cal’s unexpected performance left Janie in a state of pleasant shock. She could not sleep, not even after she called it a day and switched the lights off, slipping her warm, delicate body under the appealing bedsheets.

      She lay there on her back, staring wonderingly at the bare ceiling. When Linda came back, she pretended that she was sleeping. Her roommate was so drunk, she just fell onto her bed and soon started to snore like some sailor after an extremely testing night-off onshore. Janie could not help herself, she had to associate the sound with something heavy and furry like a huge monkey or a small bear – at that precise moment there was nothing pretty about Linda. And as soon as she thought about Linda with a vengeful little smile on her face, she was reminded of her boyfriend.

      Janie sighed and turned over.

      She would have liked to comfort herself with a little white lie. She would have liked to believe that it was Linda’s uneven snoring that kept her eyes open and her mind wondering restlessly. But she could not deny the truth. Her thoughts revolved around Cal Bailey – their little moments, their arguing, and even, no matter how embarrassing the moment back then had been, the image of his naked body. Unfamiliar trembles bothered her body – but except their unfamiliarity they were actually pleasant.

      She could not help herself, a little hearty giggle slipped out in between her half-open lips. Then she scolded herself silently for acting in such an immature way. She tried hard clearing her mind and closed her eyes in hope of a liberating slumber to come.

      Her eyes popped wide open in what felt like the next moment. Morning arrived swiftly and she still had his head full of Cal Bailey.

      Janie spotted Linda sleeping on her bed in the same position she dropped herself onto it right after she had arrived. At least she stopped the snoring.

      Janie checked the time and realized how late she was. In a frantic couple of minutes, she fixed herself up for the day and left the room.

      Chemistry lab.

      For once she was the one slightly late and Cal waited for her behind their desk in the classroom.

      “I see Mr. Bailey has a bad influence on you, Ms. Williams,” Professor Moriarty remarked without any real malice when she tumbled into the classroom.

      “I’m sorry,” Janie muttered and took her seat beside Cal. The rest of the class received Moriarty’s joke with mild enthusiasm. No uncontrollable, loud laughter today. A sort of fear hung in the air and it made everybody cautious.

      “Apology accepted,” Moriarty nodded. “So, let’s continue, right? I wonder how many of you managed to write their reports for today.”

      No one was dying to answer the professor’s question. People blinked left and right, trying to identify anyone who did. They must have figured that if anyone presented his work to the professor, the rest of them would be just off the hook. Soon it became obvious to Janie that she was the only one who completed her report. This time she was not afraid to raise her hand – no one would accuse her being a bookworm if it was about saving their asses.

      “Ms. Williams,” Moriarty smiled at her, “may I have a look at your work then, please?”

      Janie fished her paper out of her bag and handed it over.

      “We did it together with Cal,” she said. The next moment she realized what a terrible mistake she made. The silence in the classroom grew full of surprise and anticipation. As far as it was a joke, everybody could live with the idea that Cal Bailey and Janie Williams were working together as lab partners. But as soon as Janie gave credit to Cal for some actual work – that equaled to an insult contradicting everything the majority of other students firmly believed college was about. Star athletes dated cheerleaders, bookworms did science. Under no plausible circumstances would a Cal Bailey provide actual help to a Janie Williams.

      Even Moriarty was taken aback for a second in the wake of Janie’s well-intentioned announcement. Then he buried his sight into the paper.

      “So,” he muttered, “which part exactly is the contribution of Mr. Bailey?”

      Janie did not dare glancing at Cal.

      “He solved the molar equation,” she whispered and blushed as if she had just shared some terribly intimate secret with the whole class.

      Moriarty blinked at Cal. He hid behind his usual radiating smile but his obvious frustration drew furious fissures all over his nonchalant mask. Moriarty looked back at the paper.

      “Not bad,” he declared suspiciously, “but you cannot expect me to believe that this is Mr. Bailey’s work. Giving credit to your lab partner is admirable but not when it is obvious that it is undeserved.”

      The world swung back to its normal state and the class hailed Moriarty’s answer with loud cheering. Janie felt like jumping up and leaving immediately but such a behavior would have only added to her humiliation.

      Moriarty handed her paper back.

      “Nevertheless, well done,” he congratulated Janie. “And the rest of you better stop the laughing. I reckon no one else could write the report.”

      The classroom went silent immediately.

      “Which is rather bad since the experiment we are going to conduct today is based on this report. And your classwork today is going to be graded,” Moriarty added indifferently. Then he announced the actual experiment and wished good luck to everyone. The class went silent, the only thing that could be heard was the clicking of tubes and the low murmur of clueless students.

      Janie felt like apologizing to Cal but he avoided a straight eye contact. They were preparing their experiment in silence.

      Then the unexpected happened. Cal mixed some acid with the wrong base and he had to drop the tube as soon as a white gas started to liberate. The class panicked, everybody hurried away from Janie’s and Cal’s desk.

      Moriarty jumped onto his feet and started to open the windows.

      “Get out,” he shouted towards the students. They did not have to be warned a second time. Cal himself was among the firsts to leave. Janie caught a glimpse of a flabbergasted Moriarty before exiting.

      On the corridor she was looking instinctively for Cal. She found him surrounded by a bunch of his football buddies. She did not know where the necessary courage came from but she approached their guffawing group.

      “Why did you do that?” Janie screamed at Cal’s face.

      “I wish I knew what I was doing,” Cal played the innocent. His buddies rewarded Cal’s retort with some more laughter.

      For a moment, Janie felt like slapping him across his face.

      Instead a tear rolled down her cheek. All her courage, all her strength evaporated – she did not even care about how the others would roast her after catching her crying in public.

      “Why do you have to do this?” she muttered so quietly that only Cal could hear her.

      Cal’s face stiffened, he sounded serious and painful in a way Janie had never heard him speaking before.

      “This is just who I am,” Cal whispered to her and turned around.

      Janie wiped her tears off of her cheeks but could not help herself staring at Cal’s back. He was walking away on the corridor with his buddies surrounding him like an indestructible wall that separated the two of them forever and irreversibly.

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      After the incident in the lab, Janie did her best to minimize her contact with the other students at the college. She went to such extremities as eating in the dining hall only late in the evening when she could be sure that none of the popular students were going to be around.

      On one such evening, when the dining hall was even more deserted than usually, she felt a hand caressing her shoulder. It almost made her jump – the tender touch of another human being was so unexpected, and so unexpectedly welcome. She turned her head and almost fainted. Cal stood behind her back and asked her if she would mind if he sat down.

      “Sure,” Janie mumbled.

      “You like meatloaf?” Cal pointed at her tray on the top of the table.

      Janie smiled a cautious, sour smile.

      “At this hour you cannot be picky,” she mumbled, “you feel lucky if there is anything decent left.”

      Cal tried to look straight into her eyes but Janie was not going to let such a mistake happen, again.

      “Why are you coming to eat so late then?” Cal quizzed her. “I have tried meeting you for days but have not seen you anywhere.”

      “You know where I live,” Janie replied without too much enthusiasm.

      “I cannot go there anymore,” Cal replied, “we broke up with Linda.”

      The news surprised Janie but she was not sure whether she actually cared or not.

      “You want my help to get her back?” she managed to utter the words finally. They chimed with sadness and reluctance.

      “No,” Cal allowed himself a surprised little laugh, “by no means. I’m glad that I got rid of her.”

      Janie blinked up and could hardly believe that, by the look of Cal’s genuinely happy face, he was telling the truth.

      “So, what do you want?” she asked with a firm voice.

      Cal turned his head away.

      “Actually, I wanted to apologize,” he said. His words were tainted by a sort of incredibility. Not that they did not sound honest or anything like that – they sounded as if Cal had said such a thing for the first time in his whole life.

      “What for?” Janie replied. “You do not have to apologize for who you are.”

      Cal shrugged his shoulders.

      “Sometimes you make me think again about who I am,” he said slowly.

      Janie could not believe her ears.

      “You know,” Cal continued staring back straight into Janie’s eyes, “my dad is the coach of the football team.”

      Janie wanted to say something like that she had no idea. But Cal continued before she could cut in.

      “I mean, I’m dating girls like Linda because my father would kill me if I dated anyone serious. He expects my life to be all about football. He expects me to be the best player, to date the most popular cheerleader. And it is not just my father. This is what everybody expects. And sometimes I’m fed up with living my life according to other people’s expectations.”

      Janie gulped.

      “You know your father sounds a lot like my mother. She expects me to get the best grades all the time. She keeps telling me that if I do not get the best grades I will not get any good scholarships. And without a good scholarship, I will lose my chance to study because she will not be able to afford paying for my schools.”

      Then silence fell upon them. That moment Janie realized consciously how they were still looking into each other’s eyes. That calm blueness was filled with emotions: longing, passion, a crying out of someone’s understanding of what was hiding in their depths.

      They cracked up in a similar stupid grin simultaneously.

      “So,” both of them started to speak precisely at the same moment.

      “Go ahead,” Cal nodded towards Janie.

      “You go ahead,” Janie replied playfully.

      “So,” Cal muttered, “I thought we could go back to the lab and complete the experiment.”

      “What?” Janie exclaimed, “right now?”

      “Yeah,” Cal said. “As a science major with a scholarship, you must have access to the lab.”

      “Yes,” Janie admitted, “but…”

      “So we do it,” Cal cut in, “and then we can show how we do it to Moriarty next time.”

      Janie blushed, although she could not explain herself exactly why.

      “Okay,” she mumbled.

      Cal jumped onto his feet. He exploded with uncompromised happiness.

      “Just finish your meal,” he said enthusiastically, “and meet me at the lab in, let’s say, half an hour.”

      Janie nodded.

      “So it is a date,” Cal laughed. “I mean,” he added swiftly, “a date with science.”

      Janie blushed again and hushed him away with a stroke of her arm. She had never expected Cal to be able to act so sweetly.

      “Okay,” Cal nodded and left the dinner hall with dancing steps. Janie was forced to giggle.

      She just sat there at her table, sailing through a peaceful sea of merry notions, fiddling with her meal for another twenty minutes. Needless to say, she was unable to swallow as much as another bite of that meatloaf.

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      The experiment was a complete success. Janie was washing the tools and Cal was placing them back onto the racks.

      “It was not that hard, I guess,” Cal remarked.

      “Life is easy as soon as you stop playing the retard,” Janie replied immediately. She handed over the last tube and Cal put it away. Then he turned back to Janie and tucked a loose lock of hair behind her ear.

      Janie froze. Silence enveloped their duo, they just stood there motionless. But still it felt as if they had travelled far and fast, leaving the boundaries of their everyday life behind them. Cal smiled at her encouragingly. Janie felt a wave of heat rushing all over her innocent body – like a wild animal, it was looking for a way to escape from a blood and flesh cage the bars of which were constructed of modesty and lack of experience. Cal bent slightly ahead and Janie closed her eyes. The only way to cool herself off seemed to let Cal’s lips melt with her owns. But on the contrary, after their first kiss Janie felt only even more aroused.

      Cal folded his hands around her waist and lifted her body into the air. He placed her carefully onto the desk behind her. In the meantime she kept kissing his mouth – her hands fondled his skin on the back of his neck and his hair on the top of his head.

      Cal’s palms slid up on her bare thighs under her skirt. His fingers grabbed her panties and started to pull them down her legs.

      “Wait,” Janie said half moaning, half begging.

      Cal slowed down.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked with the sweetest tone Janie had ever heard in her whole life.

      “I’m just…” she mumbled. She could not quite force herself to finish the sentence.

      Cal caressed her face. A tear rolled down on Janie’s cheek. It was a different kind of tear than last time – a pure drop of liquefied happiness.

      “You have never…” Cal muttered.

      Janie shook her head left and right.

      Cal released her panties and took a step backwards.

      Janie blinked up, her eyes full of disappointment and sorrow. Cal reached out and stroked her hair. Then he breathed a kiss onto her nose.

      “I will be careful,” he promised.

      He took a lab coat from the nearby hanger and laid it on the ground. Janie hopped off of the desk and sat down onto the coat. Cal followed her example and they started to kiss again – this time wildly.

      Cal took her skirt off and then slipped her legs out of panties. Then he got rid of his own pants and underpants.

      It was not the first time Janie saw Cal that way – but he looked different now. It was huge and exciting, but also a little threatening as Cal gently pushed her down onto the floor and found a position on the top of her belly.

      He kissed her again.

      “I will not hurt you,” he whispered into her ear.

      Janie closed her eyes but she felt exactly what was going on. Cal moved carefully upwards and hit her sensitive spot. She pierced her teeth into his shoulder.

      “Do it,” she muttered as audibly as it was possible under the circumstances. Cal understood it anyway and he started to push inside.

      It was a burning sensation first; not as much a painful scorch as a peaceful melt. Then an explosion of physical joy painted everything red. Janie strengthened the wrap of her arms around Cal’s pulsating body. He kept up the tempo of the strokes, and Janie’s enjoyment only intensified until she could not bear it any longer. Her whole body trembled, her mouth gave off a pleasant shriek. Seconds later Cal pulled out and Janie felt that something warm and sticky erupted all over her underbelly.

      Cal kept her in his arms until their breathing slowed down and their heart throbs synchronized according to a calm, satisfied rhythm.

      “You are amazing,” Cal whispered and rolled over.

      Time lost its meaning as they found each other’s palms and just laid peacefully side by side on the top of the coat protecting them from the cold of the lab floor.

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      Janie was still dizzy when Cal kissed her goodbye in front of her dorm. Make things worse, a familiar voice intruded into their intimacy.

      “Look at them lovebirds,” Linda tooted. She seemed to come straight out of the darkness that engulfed the space separating the actual buildings of the campus. She was drunk, again. Her waddling steps was supported by a mixer in catering uniform with whom she must have winded up on the sorority party.

      Linda broke free from her new admirer’s embrace and almost toppled ahead. Cal moved slightly away from Janie.

      “Cal Bailey,” Linda tooted, “my ex-boyfriend. This is James.”

      She made a wavering move with her arm towards the mixer.

      “It is John, actually,” the mixer intervened.

      “Shut up, James,” Linda retorted. She swept her hands along her side. “If you want this, you will just shut your mouth.”

      And that is what John did.

      Call and Janie just stood there in silence.

      “Cal Bailey,” Linda repeated, “my ex-boyfriend. What does that make you?” she turned her complete attention to Janie. “A sloppy second?”

      She started to laugh hysterically. John, the mixer, was flabbergasted first. Linda glanced at him angrily. He did not need any further instruction, he broke into laughter as if he had just heard the best pun ever.

      Cal still did not say a word.

      “I think we better go,” Janie whispered.

      Cal turned around and walked away just like that. Janie felt suddenly very low. He did not defend her, he did not even say goodbye. She had nothing left except Linda’s malicious laughter ringing in her ears like an alarm clock signaling that a wonderful night had just ended and she better woke up immediately.

      “You do not have to do this,” Janie said calmly to Linda. She turned around and walked away towards the dorm.

      “I hope you have plans for where you are going to spend the night,” Linda shouted after her. “Unless, of course, you want to witness what James is made of.”

      Janie turned back and Linda threw herself into John’s arms. She started to kiss him all over savagely.

      “I’m sleeping in the common room,” Janie shouted back.

      She turned back towards the dorm and headed straight to the entrance. She felt so angry, she could not have stood spending the rest of the night in the same room with Linda, anyway. Even if James did not come. Or John. Or whatever.

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      Day came after day and Janie tried her best to get rid of Cal’s memory. She did not go to the dining hall anymore – not even late in the evening. She packed her stuff and was ready to move out of the dorm. When she told her mother, she did not understand. Was it not what she wanted, moving to the campus at the first place? Did anybody hurt her? Her Mum’s useless questioning only made Janie even more furious. At the end, her mother assured her that she would be happy having her back at home, again. And just like that, it was settled.

      The only issue was that Janie and Cal were still lab partners. And there she could not avoid meeting him. Luckily, there was a test writing scheduled on the next lab, so, at least she did not have to talk to him.

      Moriarty handed out the test sheets.

      “You have exactly 45 minutes to complete the tests,” he said. “Good luck to all of you.”

      Cal sat next to Janie and tried his best to gain her attention. After the test started, he had to give up on his hopeless efforts.

      Janie did not think that it was going to be so bad. She could not focus, could not even read the questions. The words did not make sense, the letters looked like they belonged to the Chinese alphabet. For twenty minutes she sat over the test, not managing to answer a single question. All she felt was a deep longing and a terrible pain – and the cause of her feelings was sitting right next to her in arm’s reach. She could not handle it any longer.

      Furiously, she jumped onto her feet and smashed the sheet down onto Moriarty’s table.

      “Already done?” he asked, “I like the spirit.”

      Janie did not answer her professor. She stormed out of the classroom. Crying was upon her again. Although, she did not care much about what most of the students thought, she was not going to break down into tears in front of Cal again.

      She run down the corridor towards the exit. Once she found herself outside of the chemistry department’s building, she collapsed onto the grass and started to cry. Luckily, there were not too many students around – and even those who were did not pay attention.

      “What’s the matter?” she heard Cal, and for a second she thought it was only her imagination.

      Then her eyes popped open, her vision cleared up, and she saw that Cal was indeed standing in front of her. He kneeled down and attempted to wipe Janie’s tears away with a tissue. Janie did not let him do it – she took the tissue and wiped her cheeks dry herself.

      “Okay,” Cal shrugged his shoulders, “could you tell me what is going on?”

      “I failed the test,” Janie hummed.

      “Yeah,” Cal replied calmly, “I saw that. But what is wrong?”

      “What do you think, what is wrong?” Janie replied angrily.

      Cal looked at her with inspecting eyes.

      “I honestly do not know,” he muttered.

      Janie sprang up onto her feet.

      “Then I do not think that I can explain it to you,” she cried and turned away from Cal. Before she could leave him, he took a step forward and grabbed her arm from behind.

      “Listen,” Cal said, “please, do not leave just like that.”

      “Why not?” Janie turned back. “What does it matter, anyway?”

      Cal pulled her closer to himself.

      “It matters,” he whispered.

      “It sure does not seem like that,” Janie replied.

      Cal sighed.

      “Do you have any plans for the afternoon?” he asked.

      Janie broke free from Cal’s grip.

      “Do not dare having pity on me,” she snarled at Cal.

      Cal shook his head.

      “Please,” he said, “do not do this. Why can you not trust me?”

      Janie shrugged her shoulders.

      “You gave me no reason to trust you.”

      Cal embraced her onto his chest. He whispered into her ear.

      “Give me a chance to give you a reason,” he said softly. “Want to go out with me tonight?”

      “Maybe,” Janie muttered. Actually, there was nothing else she wanted more but she did not want to let Cal get away with it so easily.

      “I will pick you up around seven,” he said.

      “Okay,” Janie nodded. They broke away from each other. For a second Janie expected a kiss. But just then Cal’s buddies flooded out of the chemistry department and hollered towards their duo.

      Cal stiffened.

      “Listen,” he said, “I have to go. But I will pick you up at your dorm at seven.”

      He did not wait for answer, just turned around and left towards his buddies, running. Janie was tempted to cancel their whole arrangement for the evening, but frankly, she simply did not have enough time.

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      A couple of hours after Cal picked her up, Janie felt comfortable again. They went off-campus. The dinner was awesome, the movie funny. They ended up in a car park on the top of a hill. Cal sat her beside him on his Mustang’s engine hood and they watched the lights of the city below them. It was a sparkling moment.

      “Listen,” Cal said, “I hope you feel okay.”

      Janie dragged herself closer to Cal.

      “I sure do,” she whispered.

      Cal threw an arm around her shoulders. The car park was empty, the night young. He turned his head and kissed her.

      “I skipped an evening training session for this,” Cal said, “but I had never made a better decision.”

      Janie just giggled. She felt Cal’s hand starting to explore her body under her shirt. She did not oppose him, she could not resist him. On the contrary, she got even braver since that last, first time. Her hands run circles on the smooth skin covering Cal’s chest and back. Then she reached down to his belt and popped it open.

      “You want it here?” Cal asked. His breathing accelerated, he followed up each of his words with a slight moan.

      “Or more like inside there,” Janie pointed at the Mustang. Cal grabbed her hand and pulled Janie onto the back seats. They ended up in mad kissing. Janie’s hand slipped inside Cal’s pants. She touched it first with the tip of her fingers, then grabbed it, wrapping her delicate palm around the throbbing, pulsating monstrosity. Cal started to undress her with wild, passionate moves. Janie’s shirt did not come off without suffering some light damage. They started to laugh. After Cal was done, Janie undressed him completely with, slow and gentle moves which drove Cal out of her right mind. Finally, Janie took a seat in Cal’s bare lap. She reached down and aimed him inside her.

      This time Janie dictated the rhythm and they lasted a lot longer. Just before Cal came, he lifted Janie up and emptied his load onto the back of the front seat.

      Janie laughed.

      “That is some ugly mess you make around yourself,” she kidded him.

      “It is some sweet mess, you make around me,” Cal replied.

      They reluctantly put their clothes back on and drove back to the campus. Cal dropped Janie off at the dorm. A couple of Linda’s cheerleader friends just arrived home.

      “Listen,” Cal said keeping an eye on the other girls, “I hope you are not going nuts again.”

      Janie smiled at him. She did not even try to kiss Cal this time.

      “That depends on you,” she said and walked away.

      She heard the Mustang darting ahead, and waited until the noise of the engine faded away towards the direction of Cal’s fraternity house.

      The cheerleader girls just stood there flabbergasted.

      So, Janie thought, Cal would not kiss her in front of others.

      It did not matter, she thought, because she had a plan.

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      A couple of days later Janie went to Cal’s fraternity house with a single reason in her mind. She wanted Cal to recognize her as her girlfriend in front of his best friends. Everybody knew what was going on between the two of them by then and she felt that her move would just make it easier for Cal to make this official.

      It was late in the afternoon and many of the football players lingered around the house. Janie approached one of them she knew from chemistry class.

      “Hey, Dillon,” she greeted him a little sheepishly. For her great relief Dillon was not even surprised that he saw her around the fraternity house.

      “Hey, Janie,” he said with a considerable amount of respect in his tone. “Are you looking for Cal?”

      Janie’s heart jumped. Cal’s best friend recognizing her as a girl who belonged to Cal was almost as good as kissing Cal openly in front of everyone.

      “Yes,” Janie said, “do you know where I can find him?”

      Dillon nodded.

      “I will get him for you!”

      Janie nodded.

      Dillon disappeared inside the house. Janie turned towards the other players who inspected her openly by then. For a change, Janie did not feel herself embarrassed in their company. They all looked at her with a certain kind of appreciation – a kind Janie had hardly experienced before.

      “How is it going?” one of them winked at her.

      Janie smiled but did not answer.

      Just then Cal’s Mustang parked down in front of the house. Janie’s heart jumped, again. Here was the big moment she had been dreaming about every minute she spent awake throughout the last couple of days.

      But for her mild disappointment it was not Cal getting out of his car. It was an older, cruder version of her boyfriend.

      “The coach,” one of the players warned the others. Cal’s father’s presence had a curious effect on the guys. They all straightened their backs, and tried their best to look tougher than a second before.

      The coach walked up to their group and said hello.

      “Good evening, Mr. Bailey,” the guys replied together.

      “And who is this,” he pointed at Janie.

      Janie could not answer. What was she supposed to say? Suddenly, meeting Cal’s father in person, made Janie understood.

      Then Cal arrived from the house with Dillon on his side. When he realized that Janie and his father was about to get introduced, he turned a little white.

      “Son,” the coach shouted at Cal, “would you care introduce me to this girl!”

      “Of course, Sir,” Cal answered sheepishly.

      “So?” his father demanded. “Is this the girl who made you skip your training the other day?”

      Cal did not answer.

      “Is this girl your girlfriend?” Mr. Bailey repeated his question.

      Cal exchanged a frightened glance with Janie.

      “No, Sir,” he said finally.

      But that was not enough, not for Cal’s father.

      “Who is she then?” he asked.

      Cal gulped. Judging by the expression on his face, he swallowed something sour and unpleasant.

      “She is just nobody, Sir,” he said finally.

      Janie’s world turned upside down. She started to run away from the fraternity house, not looking back even once. Her tears were falling – round, fat, and shining tears shed by a broken heart.

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      The upcoming couple of weeks were the worst Janie had ever experienced in her whole life. She found some remedy in studying and decided to ignore Cal completely. She did not answer his calls, did not read his messages. He was dead to her as far as Janie was concerned.

      As far as the others knowing their story, and that meant about the whole campus, were concerned, they did not ignore Janie. They used every occasion to roast her about her stalking of the football team captain. Janie was all set to move back home as soon as the mid-term exams were concluded. She could not afford another fail, especially not because of Cal.

      Janie decided that before she left, she would show them courage. Instead of hiding inside her room, she went over to study in the library.

      Before entering the huge study room, she took a deep breath. Then she pushed the door in and cut across the hall with decisive steps. The students started some exciting muttering as soon as they recognized her. She spotted Linda in one corner surrounded by her cheerleader friends. Lindsay bent ahead towards Linda, whispered something into her ear and pointed at Janie. Linda blinked up and shot a hateful glance at her.

      Janie did not care. She found an empty desk in one of the corners and sat down behind it. She opened her books and plugged the earphones of her iPod into her ears. She found peace and continued her reading.

      Then something hit her head from behind. It was soft and light but pointy. She looked down the floor next to her foot. A paper airplane laid there invitingly.

      The whole spectrum of human emotions rushed through her unsuspecting soul, mind, and body.

      She bent down and picked the piece of paper up with trembling hands. She unfolded it.

      “I LOVE YOU,” the note said, plain and simple.

      Janie looked up and around. Cal stood a couple of feet behind her and had a very sorry expression on his face.

      Janie stood up.

      By then the whole library was watching their duo.

      Cal took the first step towards her, but Janie closed the distance separating them with a wild dash ahead. She landed between Cal’s inviting arms and they exchanged a mad kiss.

      “What?” Janie muttered.

      “Shush,” Cal hushed her.

      They kept up the kissing. The audience started to cheer. Cal grabbed her arm and pulled her outside. They run through the entrance hand in hand, finally free.

      In front of the library they bumped into Coach Bailey.

      “Cal?” his father exclaimed.

      “She is my girlfriend, dad,” Cal announced, “and if you want me to keep playing that stupid game, you better start being nice to her!”

      Mr. Bailey gasped for some air.

      But Janie and Cal did not care.

      All this was behind them, they would never again let other people’s expectations spoil their happiness.

      The sun was setting behind the library.

      Janie and Cal walked away hand in hand towards a better day.

      

      
        THE END

      

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Book IV

          

          

      

    

    







            Prisoner of Passion

          

          A Prison Romance

        

      

    

    
      Chapter 1

      

      The tattoos were a giveaway that he had been in prison before.

      That, and the hard, suspicious look that he had in his eyes.

      Laura Halliston had seen such men before. They were, almost to a man, distrustful of everyone and everything around them. They had become indoctrinated by the system in which they lived. They had grown accustomed to people telling them what to do. As a result, when they got out of prison, or a mental hospital, or mission for the homeless, they were either very happy or very miserable. If they were miserable, as the man in front of her certainly was, that misery derived from wanting to be free and finding at every turn that freedom was not easily achieved.

      There were other indications that he had been in prison as well. He had hard leg and arm muscles. He did not have a big stomach, as some of the other men she’d slept with had. He walked with his fists clenched and his jaw set tight. It was as if he was holding in his anger, waiting to find just the time to let it explode all over someone. It was that posture which attracted her to him. That was what made her think about seeing what color underwear he wore.

      She had been reading in a bookstore. Light jazz music floated through the air as it drifted down from speakers twenty feet or more overhead. The store was plastered with red hearts, on posters, greeting cards; they even hung suspended from the ceiling – big, gaudy pink ones with glittered edge wafting slowly by the slight air-conditioning breeze. She had been leaning back in a brown leather chair when she happened to look up at her book, and took all of it in.

      Just before she gave all her attention back to the story she was reading, that’s when she saw him. It was a pure accident, the kind that happens every day- the kind that changes the course of lives and, on some very rare occasions, the course of history.

      She didn’t imagine that seeing him would alter the history of anything. In all likelihood, he had just come from the homeless shelter less than half a mile away. The bookstore let anybody and everybody come in. The shelter let people stay overnight when the weather was bad - as it always was from the middle of December until the middle of March in Pennsylvania. It did not let them stay during the day. She knew that and found that she didn’t care. It had not been that long ago when she had been on the point of losing her job. She dreaded to think what would have happened to her then if she had not taken the precaution of saving up three month’s worth of rent in advance. She might have ended up in a shelter somewhere, just as he had.

      She closed her book and stood up. She found herself following him. He descended a set of stairs, and then stopped to look at a group of books in the local history section. She ducked behind a bookshelf, trying not to be seen. Then he headed downstairs into the basement. She followed him down there, as well. When she reached the downstairs area, she stopped for a moment. He was not there. It was though he had disappeared.

      Laura took two steps forward while she looked around for him. Then, a large muscular arm wrapped itself around her chest. A male voice whispered in her ear, “You got some business with me?”

      Her heart seized up all at once. Memories that she kept hidden away within herself sprang to the surface like wild animals with sharp claws and dripping fangs.

      There were so much rope and a man that breathed heavy through his nostrils, and sometimes through his mouth. That man had sour breath that smelled like rancid onions. He gave off other odors as well, which were far less savory. He had... he had...

      She struggled against the man’s grip to get free while she tried to shake off the memories that had come to her so suddenly, and unbidden. The man’s grip tightened for a moment. She feared that he wouldn't ever her go. A cry arose in her throat, and then died as soon as he released her. She stumbled forward, and then turned to face him.

      A mistrustful expression had come across his face. When he squinted his eyes- as he did now- he looked like a man who never had enjoyed anything close to friendship in his life. He looked like someone who had lived his life alone for so long that his solitude had enveloped him in a quiet, restrictive embrace. Even though she felt unsafe around him and her instinct was telling her to get the hell out of there, there was also something that drew her to him. She had a brief thought that she was a moth on the point of burning herself.

      She said, “No, I um... uh…”

      She trailed off, unable to finish. She wasn’t sure exactly what she was doing following a strange man in a bookstore who did not look as though he belonged there. He looked like he belonged on a street corner where people beat each other up for the most trivial of reasons. She saw him with a baseball bat or a gun in his hand. She knew that she should have walked away from him. That would be have been the correct choice, she felt. Yet, her legs would not lift themselves off the ground. Her body did not want to travel away from him. There was something primal, something instinctive about the attraction she experienced. She couldn’t explain it, but there it was all the same.

      He said, “Girl, what you playin' at? You tryin' to get me angry? Cause you well on your way.”

      She said hated herself for stumbling over her words and not just coming straight to the point. That was, of course, that she even knew what the point was to begin with. She said, “Um well, I... it’s just, I think you’re interesting-looking.”

      She blushed after she said it. Her cheeks became hot. She suddenly wanted to crawl into a hole and ignore the world for a little while. Seeing him scrutinize her made her feel even shorter than he was. He was taller than her by a head and a half. He was what Laura might have called - in another life that was - obnoxiously tall. She had always found herself intimidated by men who were significantly taller than herself. That, she reflected, comprised far too high a percentage of the population than she wished.

      His eyes went suddenly wide. His features betrayed a split second of shock that she did not miss. In that split second, she perceived that no one had ever told him how attractive he was. She saw that he had spent his whole life around people who had put him down and made him feel bad about himself. That, she supposed, was what had caused him to be mistrustful towards others. If he had never been happy around other people, he never would have seen any reason to believe that other people could play a constructive role in his life.

      Then, just as suddenly as it had disappeared, the hardened mask that he wore over his face returned. She would have missed the transition if she had not been paying attention. A sense of wonder passed through her. She had never before seen someone open themself up so plainly before her. She saw people every day of her life. They were ordinary people going about their daily business. Perhaps they were good, or perhaps they were not. She could never tell either way. People never allowed themselves to be truly known to each other unless a close friendship developed. For that reason, she found it extraordinary that he should in an instant reveal so much about himself.

      He said, “Attractive? The hell you say. I ain’t no attractive nobody. I’m a thug from Harlem. Always was, always will be. You know Harlem, lady girl? Them some mean streets, let me tell what.”

      The longer that she stood before him, the more her courage rallied. Under other circumstances, she might have continued to mutter until he walked away from her. Something was different this time. She wanted to speak with him. That was unusual enough, the way her life had gone. She typically struggled through so much social anxiety and depression that she had trouble getting of bed, preparing her meals, or going to sleep at regular hours. It was only by chance that she was in the bookstore to get her weekly cut of hot chocolate. That was the only luxury she afforded herself. Most weeks, it was all she had the energy for.

      She said, “I’ve never been Harlem. What’s it like?”

      He let out an exasperated breath. He said, “Shoot girl, you don’t know? Got to be a man couldn’t live there without he was ripping off somebody. It’s a den of thieves. Some single mothers caught in between here and there. They got no place else to go.”

      “Were you raised by a single mother?”

      He eyed her up and down. She shivered, sure that he was undressing her in his mind. He said, “You just full of questions. Here you be asking me all this stuff, and I ain’t even told you my name yet. How’s that for a barrel of fish?”

      “A barrel of fish? You mean like sardines?”

      He put a single hand on his hip. The stance he adopted set her mind of a man exasperated with his environment. He said, “Naw, I ain’t talking no sardines. I’m talking like, I came from a bad place. I’m a bad man. What you want to do socializing around with somebody like me anyway?”

      “I told you. I…”

      He interrupted her before she could finish. He said, “Yeah, you told me. You find me attractive. 'Cept I ain’t no attractive person. Don’t know why you keep going on about that. Nobody and nothing never did or said anything positive about me before. The world I live in- it’s an unforgiving world. You get your head cut off just lookin' at somebody wrong. God forbid you ever try to play cards. That ain’t never happenin', no way no how.”

      Curiosity got the better of her. She didn’t even know the name of the man in front of her. Yet, it seemed that he was willing to answer her questions while she greatly wished to ask them. She said, “What did you do all your life if no one ever did anything good for you then?”

      He shrugged, as though the answer did not matter to him. She could see that it did. He said, “Been up to Coxsackie for a five-year stretch. B&E, Aggravated, you know the drill. When I got out, they put me in this damned halfway. Wasn’t much different, just didn’t have no iron bars. Couldn’t have no cell phone, couldn’t step off the porch, couldn’t make my own money. Could hardly do nothing without permission. So I said fuck that and left. That was six or seven years ago, seems like. I ever step foot in New York State again, somebody gonna put the handcuffs on me.”

      The references to New York made her confused. She lived in Concord, New Hampshire. The bookstore she entered was a locally owned and operated business run by a handful of people- two women and one man- who had decided that the old business model of selling books alone was not good enough to make a profit. They sold cookies, subs, sandwiches, bowls of soup, coffee, T-shirts, audio books, mugs, and vintage books that she thought were overpriced. She returned to the bookstore every Saturday because she wanted to try and make an effort at living in the real world. Even if it meant sweating nervously in front of a group of strangers that she knew didn’t care about her one way or the other, she wanted to try. She had to try, or else her life would devolve into passing time from waking to sleeping. In between, there would be nothing. If there was nothing, she was sure that she would one day kill herself out of boredom.

      She had been just on the point of ordering a cup of hot chocolate when she saw the man enter the bookstore. She had been presented with a choice: she could ignore him or follow him. She had not even ordered a cup of hot chocolate before she decided to follow the man.

      She was on the point of asking him what he was doing in New Hampshire when she checked herself. That, she thought, would be taking it one step too far. Instead, she said, “What’s your name?”

      “Shoot, girl. What do you want to know my name for? Names don’t matter. Only numbers. We all numbers in the system. Some of them eight numbers, some of them five numbers, some of them more. We’re just, what you call it, random bits of mathematics floating through the world. That’s all we is. My name? Huh. Might as well ask me my shoe size.”

      “I’m not asking you what your shoe size is. I’m asking you what your name is. People attach great importance to their names. You take pride in hearing your name spoken in a compliment. You get angry when someone uses your name to insult you. Your name is who you are. No one can take that away from you, if you don’t want them to.”

      The man crossed his arms over his chest. That only made his chest appear even more muscular than she thought it was. He said, “You ain’t got no idea, do you?”

      She said, “No, I don’t. So why don’t you tell me?”

      He waved a hand at her in a gesture of dismissal. He said, “Girl, you crazy. I don’t know why I’m talking to you.”

      He turned away from her. Before he could walk away, an impulse shot through Laura’s body. She didn’t understand then what it was that caused both her hands to reach out, or what caused her fingers to close around his wrist.

      The man reacted as if bitten by a snake. He pulled his arm back, holding his wrist. He said, “Don’t touch me. Don’t you touch me.”

      “Will you tell me what your name is?”

      He let out another sigh. That one was less pronounced than the first. He said, “Look, you don’t know what you’re getting into here. I can’t be trying to be friendly with anyone. It always turns out bad. People in my life, they get hurt.”

      “Is that any reason not to try?”

      And then again there it was- that flicker of change across his face. It happened in an instant and was gone. Laura was not entirely sure at that moment that she saw things correctly. She hoped that she didn't see what she wanted to see- what she hoped to see.

      He said, “Why don’t we sit down and talk about this.”

      Laura thought that was the best idea that she had heard in some time.

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      The bookstore had once been two separate properties with a wall between them. When he bought the store, the owner had knocked down the wall that stood between what was now the reading area and the upper level where the store kept all its literature and literary criticism. A large red book that must have been seven hundred pages long bore the title, “Feminisms.” The titles of other books could not even be discerned. Some books were so valuable that a bookmark with the price printed on it stuck out from the pages. There were old books and new books alike. There were books of so many different colors that they all blended to create a cornucopia of musty white paper bound together between hardback and paperback covers.

      A set of tables had been arranged in a row down a terrace that overlooked the reading area. One of the tables was occupied. A young woman with blonde hair that cascaded down over her shoulder relaxed in a tall chair. She held a book in front of her face. A steaming cup of tea sat on the table in front of her. Notebooks and papers of all sorts were splayed out in front of her. A black graphite pencil lay tucked behind her ear. She looked up when Laura passed her. Then she pretended not to notice the man with tattoos all over his arms.

      Laura sat down at the table farthest away from everyone else. The man sat down across from her. That was a positive sign. He had another chance to run away from her while she was leading him up a set of stairs and down a narrow walkway. He had not run. He had kept following her. She held out hope that she might get the bottom of why it was that she found herself attracted to him. There had to be a reason for it. She wanted to know what that reason was.

      He sat down, then put his elbows on the table. He interlocked his fingers and looked down. He said, “My name’s Nathaniel Whitcomb. Like one of them proper English dudes with his tea and shit. Nobody never cared enough to ask me what my name was before.”

      She bit her bottom lip, wanting to tell him that she cared even while she knew that was a ridiculous thing to say. He would never believe that she cared anything for him, not after they had just spent a short time together. Instead, she said, “Nathaniel. It’s a really good name. It suits you.”

      “Oh yeah? Nobody thought so before. I don’t know if I feel some kind of way about that. It just doesn't seem quite right.”

      “It is right. At least to me.”

      He looked away from her. He said, “Yeah okay, you say so.”

      She decided to change the subject to keep him from being uncomfortable. She said, “How did you end up - how did you pronounce it - Coxie”

      “Coxsackie. Like I told you, it was B&E and aggravated assault. They were too separate incidents. For B&E, I would have just got two years seeing as how it was my first stretch of time served anywhere. Now it just so happened that I had an argument with somebody right around that same time. This was a violent argument. Some fightin' and such. Nothing too major, just what happens when you live in the hood. People destroy each other, much as they can. Onliest thing to do is get up on out of there.

      “Now the breaking and entering, that was me tryin' to get back something that got stolen from me. That was a little computer I picked up out of a pawnshop. I knew the man who took it from me. A dirty old bastid, he was. I never had any problem breaking into his crib to steal back what was mine. Just so happened that temptation got the better of me, and I stole some stuff that wasn’t mine. Least I tried to. He woke up and came charging out of his bedroom with a shotgun. I bolted right on out there with my computer in my hands. I dropped the television that I’d been trying to steal. That was a thirty-four-inch flat screen jawn. The screen broke open like an egg. They were glass and bits of stuff everywhere. This man who stole from me, his name was Jenorious, he started hollering like to raise the dead. I just got out of there fast as I could.

      “The poh-lice, they came for me some days later. Turned out, they was two criminal complaints against me. Now look at me, I’m a big black man. You think I stand a chance in a white man’s court? Hell no, I never would. So I plead guilty right on the spot. They dropped the destruction of property charged if I promised to serve the other two charges. There wasn’t really no choice. When a black man shows up in court, it don’t matter what he say. He’s guilty. He gone be found guilty even if he doesn’t say so. Best thing is, just take the reduced sentence and start counting the time until I can get out.

      “Now you might not believe me if I told you, but they decided I was some kinda security risk. Them court people, they don’t seem to understand that fightin' is just a thing people do in the hood. You walk down the street, any time of day or night, you always gone hear somebody arguing with somebody else at the top of they voice. Everybody out there is all wound up with tension. Some people just need to let it out once in a while, you feel me?”

      Laura listened with growing interest. She had never met anyone who lived through prison. All she knew about it was what she had seen on TV shows and read in books. She said, “I think I know what you mean.”

      He continued, “Okay. All right. So there I am on the prisoner bus chained up like some kind of slave or something. That there was a long ride. Coxsackie ain’t close to Harlem, not by a dog’s mile. That place was full of liars and cheats. Can’t trust nobody in the prison. Especially not them guards. They got what you call a free license to hit somebody with that nightstick at any time. That’s what they do. They shout and hit and punish. That’s all they know. Even if you obey all the rules, every so often, a spark of individuality gone come out of you. People can’t help it. Just the way we are. Leastways, that’s how I am.

      “Prison ain’t a place for individuals. Nor is the damn halfway house. In the future, when we make robots or some shit, we not gone keep them in our houses. We just gone throw them in prison. They be right at home there. Do this, do that, stand in a line, don’t do that, pay attention, whatever the fuck. I got tired of that life fast. Within the first two weeks, I got tired of it. All I could do was sit there and count the days till I got out. Then when I did get out, I found out some things. Let me tell how it is.

      “A man never really gets out of prison. You might think that criminal background check ain’t nothing when you ain’t got nothing on your record. But when you tryin' to get a job, put your life together and such, some private investigator somewhere has the power to literally keep you from doing that. It ain’t fair. It ain’t even close to being fair. If prison is paying your debt to society, how come I can’t do nothing when I get out? Why am I still stuck to my past? I already let all that go, long time ago. You tell me - why can’t I do nothin' or get nothin' but what somebody give me? It’s humiliating. I ain’t no invalid on Medicare. I’m a grown man. I wanna work for what I have, be responsible for myself. If that fool Jenorious hadn’t shown up in my life, I’d be just fine. Never would have known no different about prison or nothing. I guess in a society where people ain’t allowed to make their money, they just gotta get up and take it from wherever they can. I don’t know; it seems like a sad thing to me.”

      Laura wondered whether he really had left the past in the past. A twinge of queasiness in her stomach reminded her that doing so was not easy. She said, “I’ve never thought about it that way. What did you mean when you said you have to live on what other people I give you?”

      He gestured behind him. The blonde woman with her book looked for a moment, then raised the book in front of her eyes. He said, “I’m staying at the mission up the road a piece. They got what you call a four-month program there. I had to go there on account of how nobody wants to hire a felon. Supposed to be, when you’re in the halfway house, you find a place to work, save up some money. It don’t really work that way. You can stay there forever, and you ain’t never gone find anything, not so long as you got branded as a criminal. Some people, alls they ever did was try to grow some plants in they garage. Poh-lice don’t care. They arrest people all the same. They merciless, girl. Really heartless bastids. I only ever survive by what other people give me. Sometimes clothes, most times food. I’m lucky if I get to drink some Gatorade. Usually, it’s bad coffee and undercooked chicken.”

      “There’s no way you can get out of it?”

      “Not without breaking the law, you can’t. I been circling the drain for a while, listenin' to people tell me this, that, and the third about God, Jesus, and whoever the fuck. If God is real, he’s a sadistic prick. I don’t like him none. But I gotta listen about him just the same. That’s the price of me staying there. It’s always the book of Matthew, the book of Corinthians, and the book of Genesis. Man gets tired of hearing the same message every day, all the time like that. I don’t need no message. I need a job where I can work and earn my own money. The way it looks like, I might end up selling loosies on the street.”

      Laura was not particularly religious herself. She had trouble imagining a situation where a person had nothing better to do with their time than to bible study. If Nathaniel wasn’t intensely interested in the subject- and it did not appear that he was- he would gain neither enjoyment nor edification from it. She did not envy him his situation.

      She said, “What are ‘loosies’?”

      “Loosies, you know, cigarettes. Rolled cigarettes from pouch tobacco, mostly. Every now and then, might be you can sell store-bought stuff. Like Newports. People in prison and people on the street aren’t too different in how they each like their cigarettes. It’s like a kind of money. If you got cigarettes, you can go a long way- long as you can keep people from stealing it.”

      “And they arrest you for doing that, selling loosies?”

      “Course they do. Those blue pigs, man, they’re like an army of people who don’t want nobody to have any kind of success in this world. Especially black people. They don’t like it none at all when someone tries to get out of poverty. That’s when the sirens and flashing lights start up. That’s when the handcuffs come out. You ever run into them, you just answer yes sir, do what they say, and get out of there. Onliest thing you can do, that situation.”

      As Laura listened to him talk, she found herself more enthralled than ever by his words. He peeled away the curtains for her to reveal a world that she had never dreamed about. It was a world of bad men with bad intentions. She wanted to learn more about that world. She wanted to keep learning more about him.

      She said, “What do you want to do when you get out of the shelter?”

      He shook his head. He said, “I don’t rightly know. I’d like to get me a place of my own, not with no roommates. Not one of them shared kitchen, shared bathroom jawns. Not none of that. Maybe- I don’t know.”

      He had been on the point of saying something. She said, “Maybe what?”

      “I don’t know. It’s stupid.”

      “No, what is it? Tell me.”

      He took a moment to collect himself. Then he said, “You seem like a friendly girl. I ain’t met a nice girl in a while. I was thinking, maybe you and I could get together sometime. You know, like do something together.”

      Laura’s heart almost stopped. She had not expected him to say anything of the sort, even while she had hoped for it- hoped for it without even realizing. She crossed her legs, then put her hands on her lap. She said, “That would be all right, I think. We’re together now, aren’t we?”

      “Sure we are. I just don’t know your name, mysterious girl. Don’t know how you managed that. You got me to say all that stuff, and here I don’t even know you name.”

      She said, “It’s Laura Halliston. Pleased to meet you.”

      He let out a derisive chuckle. “Laura and Nathaniel. Ain’t that some shit.”

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      Most days, the secret that she kept from everyone she knew weighed down upon her. She experienced it as a headache and a burden upon her shoulders that caused her muscles to grow sore. After introducing herself, she knew that she ought to tell him. She could not think of a way to broach the subject. She would have to let people know eventually. She could not keep it hidden forever. For the present, however, she was at a loss as to what she was going to do.

      He said, “Now that I told you so much, maybe you can tell me a little bit about yourself.”

      She gripped her pants with her fingernails. She did not want to bite her nails in front of him. She did not like the part of herself that became so nervous to the point where she put her fingers just in front of her teeth so that she could chew off her nails. She never let her nails grow. She always bit them until they became uneven and raw. She kept her hands hidden under the table for fear that he would see them.

      She decided to tell him then and there what her secret was. She braced herself internally for the blow-up that would follow. She said, “I’m... I’m pregnant.”

      She expected him to become angry. She expected him to shout, to scream, to flip the table over, and to slap her in the face. He did nothing of the sort. He sat where he was and looked at her with a contemplative expression. She found herself glad that he let down the tough guy mask that he had been wearing even while she felt apprehensive about the silence that followed. That was worse than the worst tirade he could have made.

      He said, “I see.”

      She wanted to shout at him: that’s it? She could not believe that he had so little to say about such an important revelation. She said, “Don’t you have anything to say about that?”

      “What do you want me to say? I don’t know anything about pregnancy. I ain’t got no vagina. Nobody never gonna put a baby in me. What am I supposed to say about that?”

      She balled her hands into fists. Before she started biting her nails- before the kidnapping that was - she would have cut the skin of her palms with how tight she pushed her nails into her skin. Now, she only managed to form white half-moon shapes that faded away after a few moments. She wasn’t angry; she could not be angry with him. He was only acting how he had learned to act. No one had ever taught or showed him how to act any differently. But she was angry.

      She said, “I don’t know what you’re supposed to say. Aren’t you going to be furious with me? You’re not going to tell me that I’m a stupid whore to get myself knocked up like that? That’s how it goes, doesn’t it? No matter what happened, it’s my fault.”

      “Girl, you crazy. Watch you on about, saying it’s your fault? Like it’s your fault that some guy couldn’t keep his pants on at the right time. He didn’t even use a condom I bet. Just told you some sweet words to make you believe that he loved you. Turned it was all lies, am I right? Ain’t no way you’d be here talking me up like this if the man who made you pregnant cared about you. No way that would happen.”

      She thought back to the man who had made her pregnant. That man was in Omaha by now, she thought. His name had been Raymond Astorte. She did not want to think about him. She associated him with the kidnapping. He had liked to put his hand over her mouth.

      She said, “I was stupid. This guy, he didn’t seem right to me. But he said all the right things. It seemed like he honestly wanted to spend some time with me. Like he truly cared. All those honeyed words that he spoke was just a trap to entice me into doing what he wanted. He wanted me to take my pants off. He didn’t like condoms. He said that a few times. He did like trying to make me suffocate. At first, I put up with it. I loved him very much. It wasn’t such a bad thing. He didn’t do it to be malicious. It was just his fetish.”

      His eyebrows shot up. He said, “He did that? Put a bag over your head?”

      “No, he just pinched my nose shut and put a hand over my mouth. Sometimes he liked to blindfold me while he did that. He always wore a watch on the wrist of his left arm. He would always look at that watch to see the seconds passing. He wanted to figure out how long I could go without air. It got to be that I was counting with him. I got up to forty-five seconds one time before I had pulled my face away. He was… it was…”

      She closed her eyes, not wanting to thin or talk about it any longer. The memories were painful to recall. He had not only suffocated her. Now and then, if he couldn’t get what he wanted out of it, he would strike her across the face. That did it for him every time. She had tried not to focus on those few times. She had wanted to convince herself that they were isolated incidents. She had never quite managed it.

      He said, “It’s okay. You can tell me. Hey, it's all right.”

      It took an effort of will for her to avoid bursting into tears then. She did not want to cry in front of him. She did not care about crying in public. She had found crying to be therapeutic. She cried when she was happy and when she was sad with equal measure. She always felt better afterward. She suspected that, if she cried in front of him now, he would decide that he had better things to do with his time. That was the one result that she dreaded above all others.

      She said, “It’s not okay. But, it’s over. I kicked him out of my house. I just couldn’t handle him. He was too rough. He didn’t want to take no for an answer. That was the one thing I never liked about him. He never had enough respect for me to listen to what I had to say. To him, I was just a bunch of sex organs with a life support system attached.”

      Nathaniel laughed. “That’s a good one. Sex organs with a life support system. I like that. Some women I knew in my life, they were like that too.”

      “Why are people like that? Why can’t people just be nice to each other? I don’t get it. Doesn’t it seem like everyone is making each other miserable in this world?”

      “You done hit the head right on the nail, girl. Ain’t nobody is nice to anybody else except they looking to get somethin' out of it. If they ain’t nothin' to be had, then they’ll just do whatever they want. We all just floatin' out here all accidental-like, hurtin' each other while we go. Not many people know this. They just know about the minute everyday bullshit that’s in their lives. They know about appointments and trips to the fast food joint for five-piece chicken nuggets. They don’t know about the seventy-five-year-old man who’s out there sleeping on a park bench because his family abandoned him. They don’t know about the single mother with two kids who is pulling her hair out trying to make ends meet. Nobody knows about those things. If we did, we’d be a lot kinder to one another. But we don’t, so we ain’t.”

      Laura unclenched her fists. She took deep breaths to force her mind away from the man who had almost ruined her life- a second time. She said, “You don’t know how right you are.”

      “Yeah, I don’t? You got something else you wanna say?”

      A single tear escaped from her eye. It trickled down the side of her cheek. She said, “I’m not whole. I guess.”

      “Now what the pink blazes does that mean?”

      She put her feet flat on one of the chair’s rungs. She had to steady herself before she spoke, or else she would lose her balance- mentally and physically. She said, “I haven’t been myself for years. I was kidnapped. It was horrible. I was in this place for three days and…”

      She stopped, unable to say anything more. She did not want to relive any of those days in her mind. There was nothing but pain there. She had never learned how to decrease the pain, nor even how to live with it. For her, it was still a festering scab that throbbed throughout her whole life until she found herself at the mercy of any new circumstance she did not expect. It was not a good way to live, as far as she was concerned.

      He said the only three words that could help her then. She had heard everyone try to comfort her. She lost track of how many people told her that it would be all right. On the contrary, it was never all right. Things would never be fine. She had gone through more days than she could count after the kidnapping during which she had just wanted all the negative feelings and traumatic memories just to disappear. They never did, not completely. At best, they faded into the background where she did not have to pay close attention to them. That was all she had ever hoped for. It was all she had ever managed.

      He said, “It’s over now.”

      She got down out of her seat. Nathaniel did the same. She rushed into his arms at once. He wrapped his arms around her in a warm embrace. She pressed her head against his chest, letting the tears fall out of her eyes. She lost track of where she was and what she was doing. She might have cried for a minute or a half hour. She had no sense of time while she let all the negative feelings out of her body. The experience was cathartic for her. She had never told anyone other than her therapists how she truly felt about the situation. Her mother only ever had harsh, critical words for her. Her father had always told her that she had brought it on herself. She never liked to hear either of her parents talk about her life as if they knew intimately the details of what had happened to her. They knew nothing; still they managed to have express their own opinions. She had stopped talking to them when she had figured out that they would never have anything good to say at all. They were the sorts of people who could look up into the sky, see the sun, and complain about how much it hurt their eyes.

      When she pulled her face away from his chest, she found that she felt considerably better. It was as though she unloaded all her troubles. She felt refreshed in a way that she hadn’t felt for years. She looked up into his eyes. No trace of his stolid mask remained. His face was composed entirely of soft contours and gentleness. The faintest trace of moisture lay in his eyes. He was on the point of crying himself. That made up for everything she had gone through. Just to see one person concerned for her welfare was extraordinary. For her, it was almost a miracle.

      She said, “Thank you. I needed that.”

      He said, “You alright now? You need to cry more?”

      She wiped the moisture off her cheeks and away from her eyes, then got up, a little embarrassed. She sniffled, and then said, “No, that’s all right. Do you want to go somewhere? Besides here, I mean?”

      He looked around for a clock. When he found none, he asked, “What time is it?”

      She pulled out her phone, then discovered she had been crying for about ten minutes. She didn’t know how it was that no one from the staff had come to separate them. She said, “3:07 in the afternoon.”

      He said, “Two hours to supper. Where do you want to go?”

      “I know this movie theater down the street. They make the most delicious strawberry smoothies. Do you like those?”

      He smiled at her, and then said, “Man, strawberries. That’s my jawn right there. They got some good movies playing there too?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t been there for a while. Why don’t we go and see?”

      “Yeah, let’s go. Sounds good to me.”

      He grabbed her hand with his own. She found that she did not mind. His hand was twice as large as hers. His fingers were wide and big. His hand engulfed hers. She pressed her fingertips into his skin. She led him down the terrace and past the blonde woman. She still had the same book in front of her face; it seemed to Laura that the woman had not read a single page of the book. The woman smiled up at Laura. She allowed herself to smile back. It felt strange to her, smiling naturally like that. She wasn’t used to it. She hoped that eventually, she would be.

      They descended one set of steps, and then another. They passed through the reading area then arrived in front of the cashier’s desk. One of the women behind the desk recognized her. The woman said, “Laura! Good afternoon! I didn’t see you there. Would you like a hot chocolate?”

      Laura paused to give it some thought. She said, “No, I think I’ll pass this time.”

      “Oh, are you sure? Do you need anything else?”

      Then Laura found herself uttering a phrase that she never thought she would speak.

      “I’m all right," she said.

      Laura led Nathaniel out the front door. The air outside was cold though the sun shone in a clear sky. The faintest hint of warmth floated through the air. The snow of the past few days had begun to melt, leaving puddles of water everywhere. Passing cars splashed some of it onto the high piles of snow that had been stacked up in the street’s parking spaces.

      Nathaniel said, “Lookit that, it’s getting warm again. Goes to show you never can tell, can you?”

      “No, I suppose you never can,” Laura murmured.

      She continued walking, hand-in-hand with Nathaniel towards the local movie theater. She treated him to two smoothies and a large bag of popcorn that cost as much as a full meal itself. She didn’t even know what movie it was they saw. People passed back and forth across the movie screen. Some people said a few words now and then. She was oblivious to all of it. She only knew that Nathaniel’s large hand was still clasped in her hand. They hadn't let go since the bookshop. That was all she needed, for it was far more than she ever dared to dream.

      At some point in the middle of the movie, he whispered, “You okay?”

      She nodded. A giddy sense of happiness flowed through her. She could only think about how good she felt. Compared to how she had been before, she found herself grateful to him. Even if their date never went anywhere else, even if they moved on from one another after a single day of speaking, he had changed her life for the better. She did not think she would ever be able to forget him for that reason.

      She said, “I’m better than I’ve ever been.”

      He grabbed a handful of popcorn and put some in his mouth. A group of yellow crumbs fell on his lap. He said, “That’s good. That’s real good.”

      She leaned her head over to his shoulder while the move continued. She thought to herself, yes it is. Excellent indeed.

      

      
        THE END
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        Chapter One: Seth

      

      Seth Bernstein was a quiet man, and never more so than around women.

      Many would say he loved his horses more than his own life. He came out west twenty years ago when at the time he was a twenty-three-year-old ex-confederate captain. Finding nothing left in his own state, his eyes looked west and dreamed of what was lost long ago. He worked at various jobs as he traveled but he always enjoyed working with horses.  Seems he had a natural way with them. It was by chance he heard of a small ranch for sale in Wyoming, just outside of Cheyenne.  It was here with a dream, and much sweat and plain hard work that Seth made the Bar S one of the biggest and finest horse ranches in the territory. Over the years, he purchased other parcels of land around him. Folks say that you can stand in the middle of Seth’s land, and as far as the eye can see it were all his land.

      One could always find him at the end of the day watching the sun dip behind the hills in the distance, just waiting for it to sink beyond the horizon. He’d mostly be sitting on a horse, silhouetted against the orange skyline, a lone rider. Many would say Seth was the luckiest man around, having what he had. Seth would just smile a little smile, look away and change the subject.

      With all that he had, Seth was still a lonely man.

      All these years while he was creating his empire he was so busy he never thought of having someone to share all of it with. When he was younger, much younger, there was a pretty lady, a teacher, who found her way into his heart. Some say they were ready to be engaged. But she was the daughter of rich folks from Boston, and her parents saw her future where she came from, not on a farm in frontier country.

      It took Seth a long, long time to get over that. Those close to him say he never quite trusted women again, nor would he ever. But through the years he remained a gentleman, even though he kept his distance and let few in on his deepest thoughts.

      Oh, there were plenty of beautiful ladies he would see at services every Sunday, but none of them seemed to catch his eye.  It wasn’t that every fine woman in town wasn’t trying their best to find a wife for Seth.  While there were only so many Sundays in a month that he could be invited to Sunday suppers, there wasn’t a woman in town that didn’t have an unmarried sister, daughter, friend and all seemed to feel Seth was perfect for them. There wasn’t a day that a freshly baked pie or cake wouldn't show up at the front door for Seth.

      Jonesy, Seth’s cook, was always happy to add the desert to the supper table. Jonesy had been with Seth since his first year at the ranch. He signed on as a ranch hand, but there wasn’t anyone who could cook as well as he, so he became the cook for the ranch, a job he seemed to enjoy.

      As the years rolled by it seemed the number of girls was growing shorter, many of them had gone off and married, and there were others who just left town. At forty-three years old Seth still looked younger than his age, his light brown hair still had touches of blond where the sun had bleached it in the summer, his eyes were such a clear gray it was as though there was nothing there but a pupil no iris at all. He was still broad shouldered and well built. He still caused a few female heads to turn when he passed by. There wasn’t a woman in town that didn’t turn into a teenage schoolgirl when he smiled and tipped his hat. There was just something about Seth the women were attracted to.

      As he pulled up to the front of Jacobs store he jumped off the wagon and greeted Sam Jacobs, who was as always at the front door.

      “Morning, Sam.”

      Sam smiled at Seth as he greeted him back.

      Seth smiled at Rose Jacobs inside the store as he waited for Sam to walk in.  Though it was early in the morning, a body just knew it was gonna be a hot day. Slowly both men walk in, and Seth tips his hat at Mrs. Jacobs.

      “Morning  Mz. Rose.”

      “Morning, Seth. How are you this fine morning?”

      “Doing good Mz Rose. I must say you’re looking fine. Sam, do you know you have about the prettiest lady in Cheyenne?”

      Sam smiles and shakes his head, and Seth looks back at Rose.

      “I’m telling you Mz. Rose, you surely are looking pretty today.”

      Rose smiles, she knows why all the woman in the town like him, one just wonders how one hasn’t gotten him yet. Seth hands Sam list of supplies that he would like in the wagon when he gets back for running a few errands.

      “I’m gonna be needing these supplies, it may take you some time to get it filled, there’s no hurry. I’ll be back when I’m done.”

      Sam looks at the list.

      “I’ll have it ready for ya when you get back, Seth.”

      “Appreciate it Sam.”

      He smiles at Sam and tips his hat to Rose as he walks out the door. Rose looks at her husband.

      “He’s such a fine gentleman.  I wish we could find him a fine lady.”

      Sam looks at her.

      “You know we go through this conversation every time Seth comes into town. You and every other lady in town have tried to find the perfect wife for Seth. This has been going on for ten years now, maybe it’s time Seth finds his bride. Trust me, Rose, when he finds the right lady, he will know, and he will be married before the year ends.”

      “Has he found...”

      “There ya go again. I said 'when he finds the right lady'.”

      

      
        Chapter Two – The Letter

      

      Seth made his way down to the post office. He tips his hat as some ladies are leaving the post office. They greeted him with a smile. As he returns the smile and then hears his name being caked out.

      “Hi, Seth!”

      The familiar voice of Clem Baker greeted him as he made his way to the window.

      “Hiya Clem, I just thought I’d stop in for the mail if there is any.”

      “Well, seems you have a letter here from Richmond. Seems like it’s a school of some sort.”

      Seth looks on the envelope.

      “A school?”

      There was on the envelope:“MissLillian  Steadford School for Girls.”

      “Well, I really couldn’t tell ya anything about it, Clem. Heck, I haven’t seen Richmond in over twenty-five years.”

      “Well, it’s addressed to you Seth, so somebody knows you.

      “Well it does look that way doesn’t it?”

      It was then that Seth noticed the line growing behind him and he puts the letter in his jacket pocket and moves off the line.

      “I’ll let you know, Clem.”

      He makes his way toward the door and across the street toward the bank. Still he was wondering about the letter in his pocket, from Richmond and a girl’s school no less. Cora and Nora, the Franklin sisters, watched Seth as he walked across the street and into the bank. Though both sisters were eighty–eight years old they were not immune to the charm of Seth Bernstein.  Just a smile from him set these two sisters giddy as schoolgirls.  Cora looks at her sister.

      “Nora, you know if I were fifty years younger I would consider being courted by him.”

      Nora looks at her twin sister.

      “Why, sister, the thought had passed my head more than once.”

      They both giggle as they head down the street to Jacobs’ store.

      It was some time before Seth was back at the store. He was surprised that Sam had loaded the wagon without him.

      “Seems you started without me, Sam.”

      “Well, Seth, it was either load the wagon or stand in there with Rose and the Franklin sisters going over their newly made list of potential wives for you.”

      Seth smiled and shook his head.

      “Bless their hearts, they’re still making mischief.”

      “Oh yeah, I even heard Mz Cora say she wished she was fifty years younger just to have you court her.”

      Seth laughed heartily at that one.

      “You know Sam, bet she would have to fight with her sister for that.”

      “Oh, you know it, Seth. I did hear they were fine looking ladies in their day and being as they are twins it was at times hard to tell them apart even though they are not identical.”

      The sisters made their way out of the store and passed by Seth. He smiles and tips his hat to them.

      “Morning ladies. “

      They both smile and blush as they continued on their way. Sam looks at Seth and shakes his head. Seth walks up to the counter where Rose is placing the last of his order in a box. Sam hands Seth his bill.

      “Here ya go Seth; I didn’t charge you for the ten penny nails since we still haven’t had them come in yet.”

      Seth looks over his bill and takes his wallet out of his back pocket. He counts out the bills, then looks over to the jar of candy and pulls out two peppermint sticks.

      “How much for these Rose?”

      “ I didn’t know you had a sweet tooth, Seth.”

      “I don’t, they’re for Jonesy. He had asked for them before I left this morning.”

      Rose smiles.

      “Well since it’s for Jonesy, they’re free.”

      Seth smiles and takes his groceries and heads for the wagon outside. He gives a wave to both Rose and Sam and heads out of town.  As they go back in the store, Rose looks over at Sam.

      “ He’s such a nice man I just wish we could find him a girl he’s interested in, you know, one who would make him a fine wife. Every man deserves a woman, don’t you...?”

      She sees Sam looking at her.

      “Rose, I thought we decided we were going to stay out of this. I thought you learned your lesson from last time.”

      “ But Sam...”

      “ No buts, Rose.”

      

      
        Chapter Three – Memories

      

      Seth drove up to the ranch, and sees Jonesy on the porch. Ashe brings the wagon to a stop he smiles as Jonesy looks at him.

      “Sure took you long enough to get back. Seems like those town ladies grab on to ya and don’t want to let you go.”

      “Now Jonesy, you know I had a list of things to do. Oh, yea, Sam says he still hasn’t gotten those ten-penny nails you wanted. He jumps off the wagon and grabs the box of groceries. As he gets on the porch he stops and hands Jonesy the two peppermint sticks.

      “Here you go Jonesy, bet you thought I’d forgotten.”

      “Thanks Seth.”

      It was later on in the afternoon while Seth was in his office he took out the letter from his pocket. He still had no idea who would be writing to him from a girl’s school. He carefully opened the envelope and unfolded the letter, then began to reading:

      
        
        “Dear Mr. Bernstein,

        I know you must be puzzled upon receiving this letter, but I was instructed that if my client should meet untimely demise, you are the only person he entrusts his child to. Perhaps I should start from the beginning, sixteen years ago a gentleman named Randall Carver brought his five-year-old daughter Charity to stay with us. A beautiful young girl but as I explained to Mr. Carver, she was too young to be placed at the school. It was then that he told me his sad story. It seems his wife had passed on, and he had no one to watch his young daughter. It was when he had told me his wife’s name I remembered I had known her when I was younger; we were schoolmates. I agreed to take Charity and when it was time enroll her in the school. He said that if anything was to happen to him to notify Seth Bernstein and he would care for Charity. Well, the time has come, Mr. Bernstein. Last month Charity turned twenty-one, and it is the time all our students are ready to leave the school and go out in the world. As her guardian I am writing to ask you when you would like to come to take her or would you rather she come out to you. I can make all the arrangements for her departure as soon as you like. I await your response.

        Sincerely,  Lilian Steadford.”

        

      

      

      He placed the letter on the desk and leaned back in the chair. His mind travels back over the years and to the early days of the war. It was during that time two young men, Seth and Randall, both from Richmond, Virginia bonded together as they fought side-by-side trying to stay alive. It wasn’t long that, after a few battles, the bond was formed that would last all through the war. It was a bond that continued even after the war was over.

      Afterwards Carver went back to Virginia; seems he wanted to restore what had been lost by the war, and for a few years he and Seth kept close. It was when Seth began his quest to move to the west is when the two men lost contact with each other. Which made him wonder how she had found him, but that was a question for another time. What was at issue now was, what was he to do with a twenty-one-year-old young girl? He spent the rest of the afternoon trying to compose a letter to reply back to Ms. Steadford, and was having a bit of a hard time. After all, what could he say? It was sometime that afternoon Jonesy came in and told him supper was ready. He knew something was on Seth’s mind but also knew if he wanted to tell him about it, he would.  Seth looked up at Jonesy.

      “Jonesy, I received and interesting letter from Virginia. Seems someone I served with in the army left me guardian over his young daughter. I ask you, what am I going to do with a twenty-one-year-old young lady?”

      Jonesy looks at him and without blinking an eye says, “Marry her.”

      Seth looked at him.

      “Let’s be serious, Jonesy. She’s the daughter of a friend who left me her guardian in case anything happened to him. And yes his wife also has passed. She’s been living at some school for girls and since her father has passed and she just turned twenty–one she’s now my responsibility.”

      “ Not for nothing but, what is wrong with my first idea, after all she’s a woman, not a child, and you’re single?”

      Seth looked at him again with a raised eyebrow, and Jonesy walked out of the room. Seth took the letter in his hand again and looked it over again. He thought about Jonesy’s words and shook his head; the idea of him marrying such a young girl was ridiculous. A forty–three-year-old man marrying a twenty–one-year-old woman was just not accepted - well it was - but Seth knew it wouldn’t simply be acknowledged here with the ladies of the town.  Besides, was he ready to court someone again? Had he worked through the embarrassment and shame from long ago, when he was left standing outside in the snow, barred from seeing his love?

      He shook his head to get rid of the memories. This wasn’t about sentiment; this was he simply caring about the child of an old friend.

      He began again to write the reply to Miss Steadford.

      Three weeks later, a letter arrived at the Steadford School addressed to Lillian Steadford from Seth.

      

      
        
        “Dear Miss Steadford,

        I must say your letter took me by surprise. Mr. Carver and I served in the army during the war, he was a good friend and though we lost touch after the war I had always thought we would see each other one more time. I was sorry to hear that that was not going to happen now. I hope you can understand I had no idea that Randall had married or even had a daughter let alone naming me her guardian. I am prepared to honor his wishes and will care for her needs. You must understand I live in Wyoming on a ranch and not the sort of life I’m sure a young lady educated from your school would blend into our community. I am willing to have her visit, and we’ll see how it goes from there. I await your response.

        Sincerely, Seth Bernstein.”

        

      

      

      As Lillian puts down the letter she hears a knock on the door.

      “Come in.”

      Slowly the door opens, and Charity walks in the room. Lillian looks up at the girl and smiles.

      “Miss Carver, do sit down.”

      Charity sat down across from Miss Steadford.

      “I have an answer from your guardian in Wyoming. He is interested in following your father’s wishes and would like you to visit his ranch and see if you would be interested in staying there or something else can be worked out.  I would like to know your thoughts on this matter.”

      Charity thought about it and reviewed her options. If she decided to stay in here at Steadford, her only option would be that Miss Steadford found her some means of employment, something she didn’t want. She had been here since she was five years old and her dream had been for the past four years was to find a life outside of these walls. Though she loved Lilian deeply, as a daughter loved a mother, she knew a time would come when she’d have to move along and make her own life.

      On the other hand, should she go to Wyoming and find that it was not to her liking what then? What type of man was this Seth Bernstein? Her father considered him to be the finest man alive but she had never met the man, and what would he think about having a young girl unexpectedly coming to live on his ranch?

      She looked up at Lillian Steadford.

      “Miss Steadford, I would like to visit Mr. Bernstein’s home in Wyoming.”

      A smile came to the woman’s face, even though she felt sad. She cared deeply for Charity, and treated her as she would her own family. Her eyes grew misty, but then she regained her pose as the mistress.

      “I’ll make the arrangements with Mr. Bernstein in the morning. Though it would take a few weeks to make the arrangements, I think it would be best to wait before telling the others.”

      Charity looked at her and nodded understanding her point.  “I’ll miss it here. You’ve always been so kind to me.” For a moment their hands touched.

      Charity got up and left the office as Lillian began to write her reply to Seth.  She picked up her pen and looked down at the blank paper. She begins to start her response to Seth stating that Charity does indeed want to leave and go out to Wyoming. After being here so many years Lillian had grown close to the girl, indeed, closer than to most. She will be sorry to see her leave. She begins to write.

      

      
        
        ”Dear Mr. Bernstein, I have discussed your response with Miss Carver and she’s quite interested in coming out to meet you and see Wyoming. Do let me know when you would like this meeting to take place. As always I am at your disposal.

        Sincerely, Lillian Steadford.”

        

      

      

      She looked at the letter and gave it one more look-over before she folded the paper and placed it in the envelope to post in the morning.

      Meanwhile up in her room, Charity was on her bed holding a silver jewelry box. It was her mother’s, the only thing she had of her. It contained a photo of her parents on their wedding day; her mother’s golden wedding band; and a photo of her father and Uncle Seth when they were in the service. She looked at that picture so many times over the years, and when she was about fourteen, she started referring to Seth as 'Uncle Seth'. Her father had no objections to it, so Seth became the uncle she never met. Though her father was a handsome man, Uncle Seth was, in her eyes, the one she found attractive. She even had a secret crush on the man since she was fifteen years old, there were times she would sit in her bedroom and stare at the picture for hours wondering what it would be like to meet him. She even imagined her wedding to him. Brushing the childish daydreaming aside, she put the photo away. She couldn’t spoil this opportunity to get out and explore the wide world outside by having such silly thoughts.

      Then another photo fell out from among the others and landed on her lap. It was a hazy, grey photo of a young boy. He had long, wild hair, was naked from the waist up, and he was holding a rabbit he had killed. Her father never spoke of him, but she knew he was her older step-brother, Robert. Her father had rescued him after both his parents died in an Indian raid, and raised him. He was almost ten years older than her, and ran away after a beating from her father. Not that he was a violent man, on the contrary. But the boy was known as a maverick, an outsider, and everyone accepted he’d never fit in.

      He was never heard of again, after he left on that dark night. She was asleep at the time, so no goodbyes were said. Not that it would’ve meant anything, she was hardly a toddler at the time. She put the photo away, not thinking about it anymore.

      In the distance the clock in the hall chimed, it was midnight, by now everyone was asleep, everyone but Charity. She took her mother’s wedding band and placed it on her finger and held out her hand to admire it. She mused about her own wedding day. Again the thought of her and Seth being married flashed into her head, but she dismissed it once again. She looked at the photo for one last brief moment, and then placed it and the wedding band back in the jewelry box, and in the drawer near her bed.

      

      
        Chapter Four - Charity Is A Girl’s Name

      

      Lillian’s letter arrived within two weeks, much to Seth’s surprise. He read the letter a few times over, then folded it away and looked out onto the horizon. This invitation of his, to a young girl to come to Wyoming, was it really such a good one? Shouldn’t he have made some plans for her where there were more opportunities, perhaps set her up back East where he still had friends and contacts? But what was done was done. He got up from the porch.

      His first thought was this house needed a complete cleaning. He walks into the kitchen.

      “Jonesy, we need to get this place in shape. Charity will be coming in a few weeks.”

      Jonesy looked at him.

      “I thought charity started at home, Seth?”

      He looked at Jonesy.

      “ Charity is also a girl’s name.”

      “Really?”

      Seth nods his head.

      “Well, I’ll be…”

      Seth stops him.

      “That’s another thing; we’ve got to watch our language. Miss Charity is a lady and has been raised in a fancy girl’s school. So for the short time she’s with us let’s watching our language.”

      Jonesy looks at Seth.

      “How long is she going to be here with us, boss?”

      “Just until she get something to do in town, I guess.” Seth gave him a sharp look in return.

      He didn’t know the letter never did stipulate how long, all Sam knew was that she was coming. He looked around the house and realized the house needed a woman’s touch; perhaps he could get Rose to help out.

      He looked at Jonesy.

      “Look, I’ve got to go into town and see Mz. Rose to help us get the place in order.”

      “Seth, wouldn’t be easier to have her stay at the hotel in town?”

      “It would be but we still have to clean up, besides we’ve got four empty bedrooms upstairs. She’s our guest.”

      Jonesy nods but still is not happy with the idea.

      A few hours later Seth is at the store trying to convince Rose to see his point of view.

      “Seth Bernstein, you expect a twenty-one-year-old young girl to live out at your place and not have town folk talking about it?”

      “Ms. Rose, you can’t tell me people would talk if she were just here for a visit? The girl is my ward; her father wish was for me to watch over her if anything should happen to him. “

      “Yes, I understand that Seth, but she’s not a little girl anymore. She’s a woman full grown.”

      He looked at Rose.

      “Why I never…”

      Rose looked at him.

      “Now before you say something you’ll regret, think about it, Seth. I know you, and you’re an excellent man, but look at you, and you yourself would have to admit if it were someone else with a young lady living at his home, and him being as handsome and unmarried as you wouldn’t you be talking about it?”

      “ Now Rose, I wouldn’t think about...”

      She looked at him, and he stopped.

      “I always had a feeling you were like the others, Seth Bernstein, you’d be talking just as much as any of the other men in town. I could hear you and the others at the Silk Garter talking away if it were some other man in your situation. I won’t be surprised if these friends of yours don’t talk about you when it does happen. Now to avoid any embarrassment the young lady will be staying here in town at the Cheyenne Hotel, she can visit the ranch, but it’s out of the question for her to spend the night there.”

      He knew there was no way Rose was to change her mind, and he was not even going to try.

      “Mz. Rose I would still appreciate your help in cleaning the house up a bit.”

      She looks at him. There was no denying the man looked so pitiful you really couldn’t say no.

      “I suppose I could clean it up a bit. The good Lord knows, between you and Jonesy it’s going to need a good cleaning.”

      A smile comes to Seth’s face.

      “So when can you start?”

      “ Tomorrow morning be here early, and bring your wagon. There will be things I need to take to out there that I doubt you even have. Oh, by the way, get yourself some new clothes, and some for Jonesy too.”

      “New clothes?”

      “ Yes new clothes, I think meeting your ward would want you to at least look your best.”

      “ I suppose I could clean up a bit.”

      She moves from behind the counter and gently leads him to the direction of the clothing. With that, she returns to behind the counter and takes care of the other customers.

      It was that afternoon back in Richmond when Lillian Steadford received the wire from Seth stating he had transferred some funds to the bank in Richmond for the purchase of the tickets for Charity’s trip and for any other items she might need. He only asked that he been given notice when she leaves Richmond so he can be at the station upon her arrival. It was the answer she had hoped for, but in the same token, she dreaded. It would mean Charity would be leaving; true, it was her father’s wishes that Mr. Bernstein be her guardian, but she had hoped Charity would want to stay on at Steadford, perhaps even teach. Though it was her decision to go, maybe, it would be a good idea for her to get it out of her system, so to speak, and come back after this trip.

      True to her word, Rose was standing outside the store early the next morning waiting as Seth arrived with the wagon. He jumps off the wagon and gives her a big smile.

      “Good morning Mz Rose. I am here at your service.”

      He takes off his hat and gracefully bows to her. She smiled at him, and she had to admit that smile of his was, well, he was such a charming rascal that not even she could be mad at him. He had that gift to turn a woman and woman’s head with a ‘simple good, morning ma’am’. Yet, there were two little words that so many women would love to hear him say to her, but there wasn’t a single woman who has been able to get a simple ‘I do’ from him, but there’s always hope.  Maybe this young girl from his hometown of Richmond could be the one to steal his heart.  She had noticed that since she’s come into the conversation, there has been a change in him. Maybe Seth Bernstein was ready to say those two little words. Granted a lot of young and older ladies will be heartbroken, but they knew it had to happen one day.

      That is, if Seth and she could live through the jealousy and gossiping that would ensue, if they did established a relationship. Rose knew how cruel townsfolk could be.

      Half way to the ranch Rose curiosity got the best of her; she started to ask the question every woman in town was dying to know.

      “So tell me, Seth, you said you’ve never met this Miss Carver, how you will know her when she gets off the train?”

      He smiles at her.

      “I was wondering when you were going to get around to asking that question. It sure took you long enough.”

      He takes a piece of paper out of his pocket and hands it to her. It’s a photograph of a beautiful young girl.

      Rose had to admit she was indeed very pretty.

      “Seth, she’s a beautiful child.”

      “ Seems Miss Steadford had that picture taken of Charity last year to send to her father. But they received news about his passing before they…“ Seth’s voice broke off.

      “I’m sorry,” Rose said. She changed the subject.

      “H will she know you?”

      “ Well, believe it or not, she has a photograph of me and her Pa when we had just got our commissions in the army and were awaiting our assignments. We had to be all of twenty-one years old if that.”

      “Seth, that photo is over twenty years old. How you expect her to know you?”

      “ Well, I haven’t changed that much Mz Rose.”

      She looked at him for a moment, and had to admit he was right, he hadn’t changed much.

      “Now she has kept that picture all these years along with her parents wedding picture that has to be important to her, Mz Rose. That’s why I want her stay here to be a happy one. She’s had enough sorrow in her life for a bit.”

      That was Seth, always thinking of someone else instead of himself. Rose saw a different Seth when he spoke of this young girl. There was a tone of responsibility and honor in his voice; his whole mannerism was one of duty and honor, he almost he took this task as an assignment he had to follow through. Rose handed him the photograph back, and he placed it once again in his pocket.

      They spoke very little after that as they made their way to the ranch.

      

      
        Chapter Five – The Arrival

      

      Two weeks had passed and after a week of traveling Charity was almost at the end of her journey. Cheyenne was the next stop on the train line.   Seth was like a new father, pacing the platform, waiting for the train to pull into the station, why he had poor Sam check at the depot station three times if it was on time or not. It was Rose who was trying to keep him calm but not doing a good job at it.

      “Seth you’re making a path in the platform with your pacing.”

      “I can’t help it, Mz. Rose. The train should have been here by now. Sam, will you check for me?”

      “Seth, I just checked not more than three minutes ago, and they said it’s on time.”

      As if on cue in the far off the sound of the train whistle is heard.  A smile of relief comes to Seth’s face.

      “ Ya see Seth, I told you not to worry.”

      Rose put her arm in his and gave him a gentle hug. Slowly the train comes to a stop, and each of the passengers get off.  It was Rose who spotted Charity coming out of the second car. She had to get Seth’s attention.

      “Seth!”

      She points to the next car. The young girl turns and sees Seth. There was no mistaken that was him - his face hadn’t changed at all.

      “Uncle Seth!”

      She runs to him and starts putting out her hand, unsure of what she should do. Then emotion gets the better of her, and she hugs him.

      “I’m so glad to finally meet you!”

      He hugs her back, a little unsure, and as Sam and Rose look on, he felt a bit awkward.  Rose looks at Sam.

      “Just remember she’s not his niece, and I don’t know any niece that would greet her uncle like that.”

      Sam looks at his wife and was about to answer her but kept quiet instead.

      “Don’t even think to answer that, Sam Jacobs.”

      “Me? Why I wasn’t going to say a word Rose, but you’re like all the others. Every woman in this town has this infatuation with Seth, but here I thought my wife was different. That just goes to show you how wrong I was. Why, you’re no better than the others, Rose.”

      “ Oh hush up Sam; let’s catch up to those two before we lose them.”

      Seth removes Charity’s arms from around him and steps back.  His first thought was her picture didn’t do her justice.

      “Well, Charity, I must say I am happy to meet you.” I’m sorry about your dad, he was a great friend of mine.”

      He looks to his right as he sees Sam and Rose heading toward them.

      “I’d like you to meet Sam and Rose Jacobs. They run the general store here in town.”

      “I’m happy to meet you, Miss Carver. Ever since Seth got the letter we’ve all been excited to meet you.”

      Charity looks at Rose and smiles.

      “Well, I’ve been just as excited to meet Uncle Seth and all his friends.”

      She turns her attention to Seth again.

      “I can’t wait to see your ranch, is it very far from here?”

      “Why no, when you get settled at the hotel, I’ll take you out there.”

      Charity look at them al with disappointment.

      “ Could we just go now? I’d like to see it before it gets dark?”

      Seth looked at Rose and Sam. Rose knew how he always was willing to accommodate, and smiles at him.

      “Go ahead Seth, Sam and I will get her bags checked in at the hotel. “

      “Thanks, Rose.”

      Somehow Rose got the feeling that Charity didn’t come for a visit. She had a feeling just by the way she looked at Seth she had set her sights on him, and he just couldn’t see it coming. Sam, on the other hand, saw the smile on Seth’s face, and he felt that this may very well be the one who wins Seth after all these women have been trying.  As they walk off the platform arm and arm they run into the Franklin sisters.

      Seth introduces them to Charity.

      “We knew your father,” says Nora. She looks at Seth, then back at Charity.

      “How old are now, child?”

      “Twenty-one, Ma’am,” Charity says, shyly.

      Nora opens her mouth to speak, but Seth hurries Charity along. “We have to be back by dark from the ranch, Nora, so if you’ll excuse us.”

      He knew how quick the words would spread about the arrival of a new girl who as competition for the other ladies looking for Seth’s attention.

      With that, Charity and Seth made their way to the carriage that was not far from the station. He helped her up, and then they were on their way toward the ranch.

      After Sam and Rose took the bags to the hotel they went back to the store. It was Rose who was still thinking about Charity’s attitude.

      “Sam, that girl had only one thing on her mind and it’s not a visit, she wants Seth!”

      Sam starts laughing.

      “Now that’s rich, all this time you and every other female in this town have been trying to get Seth hooked up and because a young girl comes into town you feel there is competition. Really, Rose, that is silly. She’s here on a visit you heard Seth say it.”

      “ Mark my words, Sam, she’s here to marry Seth.”

      “Rose, has it ever occurred to you that maybe Seth wasn’t interested in getting settled?”

      She heads for the back room as Sam just shakes his head. She was riled up by that idea.

      Slowly the carriage makes its way toward the ranch and Charity is just amazed at the beauty that is all around her as they continue to drive on.

      “This is so beautiful Uncle Seth, and it’s all yours?”

      “I know what you mean, I felt the same way the first time I saw it. It’s like nothing one has ever known before. “

      As they get closer to the house, he saw Charity’s eyes just look in total amazement at the house. It really was huge but it was that way when Seth bought it, that’s why there were four bedrooms on the second floor. It was a home for a big family. There were a total of four upstairs six bedrooms. Seth pulls the carriage to a stop and jumps off then helps Charity down. Jonesy is standing on the porch, like he’s been waiting a while.

      “Hello Jonesy, Charity, this is Jonesy, he’s the cook, housekeeper and just about everything else.”

      She smiles at him.

      “Hello Jonesy, I’m happy to meet you.”

      Jonesy extends his hand to her.

      “Happy to meet you, Miss, you sure are a pretty one.”

      Charity blushes.

      “Why thank you.”

      Jonesy opens the door, and Seth escorts her in the house. After the tour of the house Seth and Charity sat on the front porch watching the sun set.

      “You have a beautiful place here, Uncle Seth.”

      “Well, I’m glad you like it.  You know you can come for a visit anytime.”

      “It’s so lovely here I may never leave.”

      “A ranch is hard work. But it pays off well.” They sat in silence for a while.

      Then Jonesy stuck his head out the front door. “I’m just about ready to start dinner. Would you be staying to eat, Miss Charity?”

      Charity looked at Seth to gauge what he was thinking. Then, spontaneously, she jumps up.

      “Well, I’d love to come and help you in the kitchen, Jonesy!” And with that she disappeared into the house, a rather flustered Jonesy following her.

      Soon Seth could sense the delicious smell of something good getting prepared in the kitchen. He got up and went inside, where he found Charity setting the table for dinner.

      She looked up cheerfully. “Just a few more minutes and food will be ready,” she smiled.

      Jonesy came in, carrying a large steaming pot and placed it on the table. “Seth, I think my job’s in danger here,” he said jokingly. This lady knows more about things around the kitchen then me, and I’ve been around for a while!”

      They all laughed.

      Charity dished up for the two, and after Seth said grace they all tucked in.

      “I feel a bit embarrassed, “said Seth between mouthfuls. You’re supposed to be our guest, and here you are, spending your time in the kitchen, like a wife.”

      Charity blushed, like she has never before. She tried not to look at Seth, but their eyes met. Was she overstepping a line here, what with all the childhood daydreams she had?

      For a moment the atmosphere was uncomfortable. Seth was impressed with how easily the girl fitted in, and got on with her life, even though it was being thoroughly disrupted. Unlike with other girls whom he had courted, he felt comfortable with her around. Yet, he couldn’t find his tongue.

      Jonesy cleared his throat. “Well, I’m certainly not a wife,” he said drily. They all laughed again. Chatter around the dinner table, interspersed with much bantering went on for quite a while.

      The moon had risen over the dark horizon when Seth realised it was late, and he still had to drive Charity back to the hotel. He had the carriage readied, and they mounted for the journey back to town.

      “I love it here, Uncle Seth,”Charity said as they drove away from the homestead.

      “Well, I think once you’ve been a few other places you may change your mind. I thought you might like to see New York. They say there’s no place like it anywhere. There’s a whole world out there for you to.”

      Charity was quiet. She didn’t think she’d enjoy Seth’s company so much. She imagined how much she’d enjoy living here for good, among the animals, wide-open space, and fresh air. She’d assumed it would just be a pause before she moved on.

      “Charity, is there something wrong?  I mean, you don’t have to go to New York. If you like, you can go back home to Richmond,” Seth said.

      She lifts her head up, and he sees the tears in her eyes.

      “I don’t want to go back to Richmond. This is the first time I’ve been in real house since I was five years old. I grew up at Steadford Hall all these years, and this was the first time I’ve ever experience a semblance of family life.”

      She begins to cry, and Seth took her hand.

      “Come on, it’s not like that at all. Why, you don’t even know me. “

      “I know much about you from what my dad told me. You were his hero, the best person he ever knew. And I understand why, you’re such a kind man, Uncle Seth.”

      “Enough with the Uncle Seth. I’m younger than you think!”

      Again, spontaneous conversation followed. To Seth, she seemed much older and wiser than her twenty-one years, and he liked that.

      In town he accompanied her into the hotel, wishing her goodnight, and promising to see her at the church service the next day. As he drove off Charity looked out the window wanting to call out his name and beg him to stop and take her with, but she knew it wasn’t possible. She was an alien here,

      He arrived back at the ranch and sat in the chair in his study, still thinking of Charity. An old fear arose in him, cautioning him to protect himself, reminding him how happy and contented he was on his own. But then he thought back on the evening, how much he enjoyed her company. He drifted off into a confused sleep, not knowing what his true feelings were.

      

      
        Chapter Six – Sunday

      

      It was already past dawn when Jonesy came and awoke Seth. He had fallen asleep on the porch chair.

      “You’d better get up boss, or you’ll miss Sunday service.”

      The last words he heard were Sunday service, and he jumped up. He rushed to dress and headed into town. It was almost time for service when he reached the hotel to see Charity sitting in the lobby. He rushed to her, and they made their way to the church where they met Reverend Claypool.

      Augustus Claypool had been the Reverend here for the past ten years,andthere aren't too many people he hasn’t met coming into this world or going out. That is except for Doc Winters. Doctor Galan Winters is your country doctor who will never be rich but will always be loved. Many of his patients pay him in chicken or fish or even beef, but the smiles of a mother and her newborn baby or of an older lady who makes him a pie are more than money could ever buy.  As Seth makes his way to the door Reverend Claypool stops him.

      “Good morning Seth.”

      “Good morning, Reverend Claypool, may I present Miss Charity Carver of Virginia, she’s the daughter of a dear friend of mine.”

      “A pleasure to meet you, Miss Carver.”

      “Thank you, Reverend.”

      Before there was any more talk, Seth escorted her into the church and to a seat. All during the service everyone threw glances at Charity. It was particularly the three young ladies that Seth had dated for a short while through the years who very interested in the girl from out of town by his side. They knew that Seth had not been seen in town for a few months, but that was not strange. But not to be around, and then show up with a woman, now that was something that would set the mouths gossiping.

      It was close to the end of the service when the good reverend invited all to welcome Charity to the town, announcing that she was a guest of Seth’s. All heads turned in their direction, and Charity blushed again, while Seth shuffled around in this seat.

      

      
        Chapter 7 – Be My Wife

      

      After church Seth invited Charity to the ranch to have lunch with Jonesy and him.

      You sure you don’t just want me back there to prepare the meals,” Charity teased him.

      “No, that’s not it. I still have to show you the rest of the ranch as well. “Seth tried his best to sound deadpan, but his heart started beating faster when she agreed.

      They arrived at the house, and from afar they could see a horse and rider awaiting them. The rider was towing another saddled horse with no rider.

      “Who could that be, and on a Sunday,” Seth muttered.

      As they got closer the rider turned his mount toward them and dismounted.

      Then Charity recognised him, and she put her hand in front of her mouth to stifle a gasp.

      It was Robert.

      He was fully-grown, his hair was neat and tidy, and he was wearing fine, gentleman’s clothing. But he had the same wild look in his eyes.

      He greeted them, his eyes darting between the two of them.

      He introduced himself, like a confident man with money does. He was indeed Robert, and he was now a huntsman and pelt seller from up north. He’d heard of the death of Randall Carver, and how Charity had come to be here, to be looked after by Seth.

      Charity and Seth listened in silence. Robert had clearly not come for lunch.

      “I’ve come,” said Robert, “for my wife.” He pointed at Charity.

      He then rambled on about how he and Charity are destined to be together, how Randall had always said they should marry. “I love you, Charity,” he finally says.

      “Those were games!” Charity suddenly exclaimed. “I don’t even know who you are, and I’m certainly not coming with you!”

      Robert points at the second horse, seemingly not hearing her.

      “I even brought a second horse, for you, see?” He looked back at Charity. “You’re twenty-one now, you can make choices, you’re free to go where-ever you want. Come with me, please?” He seemed to be pleading, like he’d made up his mind about this.

      “I think we can discuss this over lunch,” Seth says, and starts to dismount the carriage.

      “I think we’ll be on our way,” says Robert, drawing a pistol and pointing it at Charity.

      In an instant Seth’s battle experience kicks in. He leaps toward Robert, but before he reaches him the pistol in Robert’s hand goes off, and Charity slumps in the carriage, a red blot on her.

      The two men grapple at each other, fall over and roll in the grass. For a moment Seth sees Charity’s lifeless body, and it spurs him on to wrestle the pistol from Robert. With his breath heaving, he stands back and points it at Robert’s head for a moment, tears forming in his eyes. Then he rushes over to Charity.

      In an instant Robert is on his horse, and racing away.

      

      
        Chapter 8 – Say A Prayer

      

      Doc Winters shakes his grey-haired head, sighs, and gently puts Charity’s wrist back beside her where she’s lying in bed, still and pale. All the other people in the bedroom in Seth’s ranch – Jonesy, Sam, Reverend Claypool and a red-eyed Seth are quiet, waiting for the doctor to speak.

      “She lost a lot of blood, but is at rest. Her pulse is weak, very weak.” He frowns. “We can but pray,” he says in a resigned tone, looking at Reverend Claypool, who then leads the group in prayer.

      “We can eat now,” says Jonesy when the prayer finishes, and everyone follows him out the room, with Seth staying behind.

      Seth sits down next to her, and takes her hand. Her fingers disappear into his sun-burnt palm. He speaks to her softly, tells her how much he enjoyed her company, how her presence has changed his home. For along time he watches her, regretting that he never told her how he felt, how he was falling in love with her, even though he denied that thought. Had his own fears prevented him from finally having someone to share his life with?

      Now, he may never have the opportunity to tell her that he loved her.

      For four days Seth hardly left Charity’s bedside.  She never woke, he managed to give her small amounts of water, but she was growing weaker by the day. All the time Jonesy hovered in the background, making sure Seth ate and slept at least some. Doc Winters came by each day, but there was nothing he could do.

      “We need someone to wake her up,” said Jonesy from his chair where he was sitting next to Seth on the porch. Someone she cares for, who can bring her back. This way, she’s gonna die.”

      Seth listened to him in silence. The sun coloured the sky orange once more, and another day had ended.
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* * *

      When Seth woke the next morning, Jonesy was gone, and so was the carriage wagon. Seth assumed that he went to town to fetch supplies, and thought nothing more of it. He sat in the chair in Charity’s room, dozing off occasionally, only leaving the room to fetch her water or have a bite to eat. Sometimes she would moan softly, but when he said her name, she didn’t respond.

      Seth started preparing himself for the worst.

      By evening Jonesy had not returned, and Seth started to worry. He stood on the porch, peering into the darkness, preparing to give his right hand man a verbal thrashing when he returned. But he was worried – had something happened along the way? It wasn’t like Jonesy to just disappear.

      The clock in the dining room had just struck twelve midnight when Seth heard the sound of horses approaching. He was dozing in the chair by Charity’s bed, but in an instant he was awake and rushed out to see who it was.

      As he reached the doorway, two tired-looking people came up the porch staircase.

      It was Jonesy and Lilian Steadman.

      Seth couldn’t believe his eyes. The speech he had been preparing to give Jonesy was forgotten.

      “Good evening, Seth,” said Lilian. Jonesy had come to fetch me, he’s told me about what happened. The poor girl! I must see her at once!

      Seth led Lilian to the bedroom where Charity lay. Talking in whispers, Seth explained her condition to Lilian. Physically there wasn’t anything more Doc Winters could do – she’d lost too much blood because of the shooting.

      Seth stood by the window watching the night sky as he listened to Lilian softly singing lullabies as she huddled over Charity. A shooting star crossed the sky, and he said a silent thank-you prayer for Lilian, the angel. He had faith in her to change Charity’s condition.

      They all waited by Charity’s bed through the night. Twice Lilian asked Jonesy to prepare hot herbal preparations in which she soaked cloths and lay on Charity’s forehead, and held under her nose to breathe the healing vapors. “I’m also a midwife, so have some knowledge about this condition,” she said quietly.

      Then she started humming a tune again quietly, and this time both men joined in, in deep, mellow tones.

      Suddenly Charity gave a deep groan and turned in her sleep. Everyone held their breath. Then she slowly opened her eyes, and looked at Seth.

      “I love you, Seth,” she said softly, before falling into a deep sleep, but they all knew she’d turned the corner.

      The next morning was brighter than normal for Seth. The sky was powder blue and the birds were singing in the sunshine. For the first time in almost a week he and Jonesy did chores around the house, happy in the thought that Lilian was taking care of Charity. Seth thought about the horrendous events of the past few days, and he made up his mind.

      By noon Charity was sitting up in bed and starting to eat again. She was still weak, but the rosy glow in her cheeks was slowly returning and her blonde hair was regaining its shine. She smiled brightly when Seth entered the room, went up to her bed and knelt down on one knee.

      ‘Charity, I feel I need to do this right now,” he said. “I almost lost you, and there was still so much I wanted to share with you, and talk to you about. I thank the Lord you’re becoming well again. But there’s one thing I need to say right now.”

      Charity looked at him with her eyes wide open. “What is it, Seth?”

      “Will you marry me?”

      In an instant Charity began laughing and crying at the same time, unable to speak.

      Seth looked flustered. “Of course, you don’t have to say…”

      “Of course I will!” Charity exclaimed. This is the first place where I’ve felt really at home! You’re the gentlest, noble man, I mean, you could have killed Robert on the spot, but you didn’t. I know we’ll be happy together, forever,” she said through her tears of happiness.

      He takes her hand in his and kisses it.

      “Charity, you make me so happy. You’re like a breath of fresh air in my life. I’m going to make you queen of the Bar S. When we go into town people are going to say,“That Seth Bernstein is a lucky man. Look at that beautiful woman he’s married to.”

      Charity leant forward and hugged him.

      “Oh I think you’ve got that wrong that they will be saying, it will be more like, how did that Charity Carver get that handsome Seth Bernstein to marry her. She must have used some magic powers.” They both laughed.

      Jonesy entered the room with two bowls of soup. “So,” said Seth, “I’m happy to tell you that…”

      “I know,” said Jonesy, and set the bowls out for them.

      Well now, have you been standing at the door listening?” said Seth.

      Jonesy looked at him with half a smile.

      “No,” he says. “I just knew, all the time.”

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      Six months had passed, and the day had finally come for the wedding of the year. Seth Abram Bernstein and Charity Angel Carver were going to be married at the church on Saturday afternoon by Reverend Claypool. Rose and Sam Jacobs are to be the matron of honor and best man. The bride will be given in marriage by Doctor Winters.

      The day had finally come. Charity’s dream since she was fourteen years old was all coming true this afternoon.  After dreaming of this man she was going to be his wife, to bear his children and mistress of the Bar S. If only her dad was alive, he would be so proud of her.

      Five years had passed, and Charity was still the prettiest girl Seth had ever seen and still his only love. The four bedrooms are now filled with precious little Bernsteins Grace, Faith, Ruby, and Hope.

      At night Seth and Charity sit on the porch and watch the sun set as they hear Jonesy and the kids inside. Seth takes her hand and holds it tightly never wanted to let it go. This young woman had captured his heart and his soul, and together they would be all their days. For their love is what dreams are made of, and those are the dreams that never die.
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* * *

      
        THE END
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        Part One

        

      

      It was the same dream as always. The one where Vanda was stuffed down in one of the spice mines of Kessalon 5, shortly before the accident.

      He stood in his mining suit, sweat dripping down his face, condensation on the inside of his helmet, with a spice drill in his hands battering away at a large mineral deposit that sat in a small cave some twenty miles below the planet’s surface. The thermostat in his suit was bust, as always, and his body radiated with heat, but his shift was nearly over, so he could bear it for a few more minutes.

      He was chipping away with his drill when he suddenly noticed the guy some fifty feet to his right jump back in a startled reaction and dropped his drilling tool. The man turned and began running towards Vanda, a panicked expression on his face through his helmet. Vanda looked beyond the guy and noticed lots of small creatures running along the floor and walls behind the guy. They resembled giant ants made out of pink glass. Kessalon spice ants. These bugs were known to drag grown men off to their nests so that the queen could eat the unfortunate victim alive.

      Vanda dropped his drill. He then saw the man suddenly taken from behind by the creatures and, in a flash, he got dragged to the ground. Hundreds of the huge ants were crawling all over him until they covered his whole body, the guy still writhing and struggling underneath them.

      Vanda turned and quickly ran towards the open door of the mine lift that stood at the far end of the platform that he had been working on. The lift door was open and, inside, men in mining suits were gesticulating for him to hurry. But as he got a few meters from the door, he tripped and fell forwards, landing with a bump flat on his face.

      The screen of his helmet instantly cracked and then imploded. Vanda held his breath as the spice-filled air began to fill the inside of the helmet. With his eyes and mouth tightly closed, he got up and started running blindly in the direction of the lift. He felt a hand grab him and escort him inside, the door slamming behind them, followed by the sound of hundreds of little creatures scrambling all over the entrance.

      “Should be safe,” came a reassuring voice out of the darkness.

      But Vanda was too busy on the floor to pay any attention. Another suited miner knelt down beside him, trying to recompress his space helmet, the toxic atmosphere slipping into Vanda’s lungs. He was being exposed to the spice. He just lay there, choking on the air until he lost consciousness.

      

      Vanda awoke, his head aching, a thin sheet of frosty sweat covering his anemic skin and his vision blurred, as it always was when he awoke. His time lapse needed to adjust itself to the temporal field. Only in his dreams was he able to live within the current moment and even then it was always a flashback or flash forward of some kind.

      That day in the spice mine, Vanda had been exposed to one of the universe’s most unstable minerals: Kessalon spice. It was used to fuel the space gates that dotted the known universe and transported cargos and people from planet to planet, solar system to solar system, galaxy to galaxy through wormholes.

      Vanda had left school with only a class four education, so it was either picking up trash on Earth or taking his chances on the colonies, where the prospect of big money was just as great as the possibility of death.

      Hell, it nearly did kill poor Vanda.

      After his exposure, he spent damn near four years in an off world institute being treated for temporal distortion. He had become a ‘shifter’ the doctors at the institute told him and would probably never be able to see the present temporal moment again. The spice had distorted his temporal field and from now on he would always see the future as opposed to the current moment. So if he looked into the corner of a room, he would only see what happens in that space in the future, not what was going on in the current moment.

      At the Institute, doctor Kelvin taught Vanda how to meditate to get his times lapses down. With careful focus, he could get himself back to seeing around three or five seconds into the future. A man could live a normal life seeing just three seconds into the future. They also gave him medication for his lapses.

      Vanda got up and walked over to one of the walls in his four feet by eight feet closet of an apartment.

      “Medication, please,” Vanda muttered.

      The wall opened up into a mini bathroom, complete with large cracked mirror, small medical cupboard and water basin. Vanda took his pill and washed it down with a glass of water. He then checked his lapse measurement from a little device that was stitched into the skin of his right forearm. He was currently thirty seconds ahead. “Not bad,” he thought. “The pill should kick in in half an hour and then I should be down to a cool ten or so seconds.”

      Vanda decided to meditate. Through meditation, he had brought his temporal field down to around two seconds before, which was magnificent, and regularly got it down to around three. When he had first been admitted to the Institute, having been pulled out of that mine on the precipice of death, Vanda was three hours ahead. He couldn’t even walk and spent his whole time staring into space in his room. He wore a padded jacket for a full year while his temporal field calmed down, and the majority of the spice left his cells.

      It was impossible to communicate with him because he was always living in the future; he could only ever answer the questions that you hadn’t yet asked. How would you go about striking up a conversation with someone who can only hear, at that moment, the things that you’re going to say in three hours time?

      But over the course of four years, Vanda got his lapse down to around fifteen seconds maximum with his meds and regular meditation. With his improved condition, he was able to apply successfully for release back on Earth as an official ‘shifter’. This meant that the government would always keep tabs on him and keep him under surveillance, but he was free to live amongst society. He was chipped with a monitoring tracker and legally obliged to take his medication and regularly visit his contact, doctor Kelvin. His apartment was under constant surveillance, with every aspect of his private life recorded, but then again whose apartment wasn’t under surveillance in 2589?

      He was also obligated to do certain favours for the government — ‘contracts’ they were called — and these involved helping the government to look into certain matters for them, help out, in particular, with issues. He mostly worked alongside the military on operations involved in taking on The Cause.

      The Cause was a terrorist organisation that was trying to take on the government of Earth and bring about a socialist revolution that would see an end to the awful poverty that existed in the lower levels of the giant sprawling cities of the world. Even with all the minerals and resources coming back from the colonies; people still felt the need to uphold inequality. The Cause had aimed to shake up the world in helter skelter. But Vanda had seen destruction in them too. Death seemed to follow The Cause around like a dark spirit and while working with the military, he had seen, firsthand, several attacks by the organisation. In fact, he had prevented several of their attacks by seeing where they would take place and then relaying the information to the government.

      Vanda worked in a large military complex designed primarily for shifters. They would have him adjust his lapse to one hour and simply sit him in front of a television screen with the news on. He, of course, would see the news an hour in the future. Once a news report came on the telling of an attack, he would simply have to write its time and location down on a piece of paper. This gave the military about an hour to stop the attack. Often he would sit for eight hours, and nothing would come on, a good day, as he called it. He worked two days a week, any more and he could stress his time lapse too much, doing nothing more than sit in front of a screen waiting for the news to announce a forthcoming atrocity.

      He would see the scenes of future horror playing out on the channel; explosions; lines of bloodied bodies; masked men and woman running around with automatic pulse rifles. They were blasting innocent people as well as military forces; he saw plasma charges exploding, the blast field sending out a wave of chemical fire that decimated anything in its path, whether that was a crowd of people or a line of transports. He saw the anti-gravitation pods that the government forces used in retaliation, the things going off and creating a field of anti-gravity that reversed the Earth’s core gravitational field. It threw everything within it into the atmosphere; people were screaming as they flew up into the air, great big pieces of buildings flying up there too, people at the windows, screaming, jumping out. Carnage is what Vanda saw in The Cause; not freedom.

      Today, though, he felt good. If he could get his lapse down to three seconds, then he would get to go out on his electromagnetic pulse bike (EPB). Those three seconds would give him a great advantage out on the slipstream of traffic that careered through the skies of the mega city, Neo York. With three seconds he could zip in and out of the other vehicles always one step ahead of their movement. It was the only real exhilaration that he got from his ‘abilities’, although he had received several warnings from the government for his careless riding skills. He wasn’t allowed to use his time shifting for any personal advantage other than those offered him by the government.

      But it didn’t stop him.

      He sat on his bed in the lotus position attempting to clear his mind and rein in his time lapse, ready for his ride. But this morning he found it difficult. His mind kept drifting forwards into the future. He hoped that his meds would kick in soon, but for now, his mind was racing forward. He felt something pulling his thoughts into the future and suddenly he was hit with a vision.

      He saw a massive explosion coming out of the side of a building made up of lots of neon pictures— advertising. People were screaming and running for cover. He was standing in some open courtyard suspended between two large buildings. He thought that he recognised it as Neo Time Square. The building that had just exploded appeared to be one of the stock exchange buildings on East Wall Street. People began running past him, panicked expressions on their faces. Behind them were masked figures: The Cause. Military police shock troopers, who were setting off anti-gravitational devices, people blasting up into the air, screaming, were chasing them. The Cause was firing back with photon blasters and pulse rifles. All around droids fought with each other and with people on both sides. Innocent people were being hit in the crossfire and going up in pink flames, their whole body ionised.

      But then in the midst of the carnage, Vanda spotted a woman. Her red hair shone and sparkled in the electric sun which ordained the building behind them. Her face was covered with hundreds of red freckles, and Vanda wondered whether he had seen her before somewhere. She was beautiful. He suddenly realised that he didn’t know her personally, but had seen her in several of his visions over the past few weeks. The redhead had become a regular feature of many of his dreams and visions of late.

      She was running from the shock troopers, but would stop and turn now and then to fire back at them, her hair flitting around as she did so. She was clearly a member of the Cause. There was something about her, though, like a halo of light existed within her and threatened to break loose any moment and incinerate the world.

      She ran past Vanda, who just stood and watched everything nonchalantly, fully aware that it was naught but a vision to him. As she passed him, the girl turned to look back at Vanda and in the expression that she gave, she appeared to recognise him. She stopped just past Vanda and began shouting something to him that he couldn’t hear over the sounds of the general screaming, gunfire and explosions. She appeared to want him to go with her.

      But suddenly she was hit in the upper torso by a photon collider, her chest splitting open as the beam shot through her entire body, bursting out of her back. Her face instantly went dead.

      Vanda screamed out.

      He opened his eyes. Still on his bed.

      “That wasn’t good,” he said to himself.
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* * *

      O was preparing the last of the sentry droids. Kale and the other programmers had programmed them sufficiently to survive around an hour before the military programmers could override their firewalls and reprogram them; potentially turning them on their former masters. Soon she would load them into the back of the transport, and they would be heading into the centre of Neo Manhattan and towards another suicide mission. Through their spies in the government, they had heard that the chancellor of the world bank would be visiting the stock exchange in person this very day to give a speech.

      She prayed that government shifters hadn’t found out about their plans and that the government wasn’t already laying in wait for them. The Cause had a sufficient amount of their own shifters to put a temporal block over the government stooges and distort their visions, but even they could be foiled.

      She finished loading the transport with a couple of the other members and then went off to examine the three other transports that would be loaded with weapons and personnel. That is personnel that were willing to use those weapons for the Cause, risking death to disrupt the status quo and change the future.

      The fight had been going on for nearly a century now after the first shifters had come back from Kessalon telling tales of destiny in chains. They had foreseen in their visions a future of prosperity for the minority at the expense of the majority. They saw millions of people; children included, starving to death down in the lower streets of the world’s great cities while above the skyline others lived the lives of angels. The change had to come.

      The long fight had been bloody, and millions upon millions of innocent deaths had been reported, as well as huge body counts on both sides. The insurrection of Neo Tokyo back in 2566 claimed the lives of thirty million people alone.

      But it was war and people like O had come to accept this aspect of their lives; that they and everyone else were expendable so long as they fought against the dark future that those first great sages of the future came back from Kessalon to warn them about. Each side held the future in their hands and the present moment could wait until the war was won. They fought for the future at the expense of the present.

      Once the final checks were achieved, O boarded one of the transports. Then all four black transports, the words Parcel Force sliding all over their surfaces, exited the large warehouse that sat deep in Old Queens, towards the bottom of the city. Soon they joined the general traffic of the airway and were heading towards Neo Manhattan.

      Sat in the front of O’s transport with her was Kale and Bow. Kale was a computers expert and put his magician like hacking skills at the Cause’s disposal. Bow was ex-military, like O, and was once a gunner on a photon rig out on some government colony. He had seen firsthand what the government was capable of during his time serving in ‘Operation Clean Up’.

      ‘Operation Clean Up’ included the complete genocide of all indigenous species on all off-world colonies that got deemed dangerous, which included anything that was remotely hostile. This included practically everything, because when something invades your planet you tend to get a little hostile.

      O had also been on these interplanetary clean up operations and had herself been part of activities designed to clean through whole communities of indigenous species; burning them down with chemical fires and gassing them with nerve agents— their twitching bodies lying on the ground, foam spilling out of their mouths.

      People like Bow and O had their hearts broken out there and very nearly lost their minds. The Cause offered them a form of redemption and a true calling for their fighting skills.

      “Everything good with the droids?” O asked the runt-like Kale.

      “For the twentieth time, yes,” he answered from beside her.

      “They cost us a hell of a lot, and we’re using practically all that we’ve got for this,” O stated.

      “Don’t worry, chief,” Kale assured her, “they're not wasted.”

      O then rubbed a cross that she had on a chain around her neck. It was an old relic from the times before moral rejection. Nowadays it was illegal to own a religious text or artifact, but some still existed on the black market. When she had come back from the colonies, broken at the atrocities that she had helped commit, she found the old religions comforting. Their tales of a world with morals, altruism, equality and shared humanity inspired her to join the Cause.

      “I’ve always been meaning to ask, O,” Bow remarked from the pilot’s seat, “why you always rub that cross?”

      “It’s good luck,” O muttered.

      “You believe in luck?” Kale blurted out in disbelief.

      “Yes, I do,” O slowly pronounced.

      “Even though we now have people who see into the future and know that everything is predetermined. Because I’m afraid that leaves out mystical calculations such as luck.”

      “The future can change, can’t it,” O spat back.

      “Yeah, but only if the present is changed before the future has a chance to happen— meaning that one event always causes another; there is no such thing as luck within it.”

      “I don’t know about you two,” Bow stated in his gruff voice, “but I’ve felt something else around me a few times; as if some entity or force was looking over me at that moment.”

      “Are we talking about luck or the possibility of God here?” Kale interjected.

      “Let’s just concentrate on the mission, guys,” O asserted.

      They all shut up after that and made their way through the heavy traffic of the city’s airway, clogged up with the midday congestion. The city towered up around them in massive formations of black metal and glass, neon lights glittering upon every surface in pulses, as if the city itself were alive and breathing. Below them, they could see nothing of the ground, which lay some three thousand metres below. The thick fog that rose up from down there often climbed to around a thousand meters in height and blocked any chance for those trapped beneath it to see up and those above it to see down. It was those poor wretches deep in the foggy ruins of the city that the Cause fought for.

      As they neared a checkpoint on the edge of Neo Manhattan, O made a signal to the others, and each of them pressed a device on their wrists. Their bodies instantly began to convulse, and their facial muscles began recoiling into the most awful spasms like they were having a hundred strokes at once. After a minute or so their bodies relaxed and, with their faces now completely distorted, they each appeared entirely different in appearance. On their wrist devices, a counter began ticking down from ten minutes.

      “No matter how many times I have to go through meta-morphing,” Kale remarked, “it still feels like taking a beating from fifty guys all in a twenty-second period.”

      They pulled up to the checkpoint. On either side of them, genetic scanners burst with light beams that examined their genetic makeup. The metamorphosis would last ten minutes and in the meantime, their genetic codes would be changed. Kale had been hacking government files for the past month looking for the bio codes of city employees. Once he found them, he then programmed the codes into the teams meta-devices ready for use when they came to the security checkpoints. They had ten minutes before the process would become unstable, changing them instantly back. And ten minutes to get through this checkpoint, followed by another two, before entering the New World Stock Exchange.

      Soon they were given the all clear and rumbled off, re-entering the slipstream of morning traffic. The city tower up over their heads so high they could barely see the sky above. It looked like a thin strip of blue river hovering over them. All the light where they were was artificial.

      “It was better on the colonies,” O said aloud to herself. “At least there you could see the sky.”

      Suddenly her reverie was blown apart by a burst of sound opening up outside the transport just beside her door. A flash went past and carried on into the traffic. It was an electromagnetic pulse bike, and the rider was taking it to its fullest limits. The three sat in the front of the transport and watched it disappear into the morning congestion, their mouths open the whole time. The rider was weaving in and out of traffic at high speed, like a flash of lightning splitting the atmosphere. They all held their breaths as the rider appeared to be heading straight to the back of a large transit module.

      However, as he reached it, the daredevil threw himself from the bike up into the air, flinging the bike underneath the large transit as he did so. All the people on board watched as the rider glided over the top of the transit and then met his bike on the other side of it, landing perfectly back on the seat, before bursting off again.

      “What the fuck was that?” Kale exclaimed.

      “A shifter,” O instantly pronounced. “It had to be.”

      They carried on towards their destination, saying no more about the rider.

      Eventually, they reached the New World Stock Exchange on Neo Wall Street. Their disguises still had a minute and a half to go so that it would be tight, but doable. They reached the entrance security of the back gatehouse. The security had been beefed up for the chancellors' visit and the whole of downtown Neo Manhattan was crawling with presidential security.

      However, the security was expecting them. Kale had hacked the security mainframe the day before and put in an order for ordinance equipment for that day. He then answered the order and set the whole thing up as a simple delivery. It meant that they would be expected as delivery men.

      At the gate, they waited impatiently while their clearance was okayed. O began to feel her skin crawling and realised that her disguise was becoming unstable. She looked beside her at Kale and noticed that his face was twitching; Bow too was beginning to come unstable. She started to sweat. Two shock troopers came spilling out of the gatehouse to inspect them personally.

      As they walked up to the window, O asked as casually as possible, “Everything good, guys— we kinda got a job to do. They need this ordinance pronto; you should have read the order— sounded really desperate.”

      “Your paperwork’s fine,” a voice came from one of the shock troopers, his body covered in black armour, “it’s just we got a visitor today, and we've got to come out and do a little inspection of each vehicle. It’s a pain in the ass, but orders are orders.”

      The two troops then went around the vehicle, checking the transport as it hovered there in midair. The three sat looking worriedly at each other as the counters on their wrists reached towards zero. The three transports behind them were feeling just the same level of anxiety. They were so close, but if their disguises failed now, the gatehouse scanners would immediately pick up their new genetic code frequencies. They had to get into the building before that happened.

      Suddenly both troops stood to attention. O watched them in the mirror. “They must have just received something on their near transmitters,” she thought to herself. After a second or two, one of the troops jogged into the gatehouse while the other came up to O at the window.

      “Sorry about this,” the troop said, “we just got a call saying that some guy is flying through the city like a maniac on an EPB; they think he could be some nut from the Cause coming to create shit. You guys go straight on.”

      With that, the force gate opened, its blurred surface disappearing into clarity as it shifted. Bow instantly put his foot down, and they sped on into the underground of the New World Stock Exchange, their disguises fading as they got but a few feet beyond the gatehouse scanners. O looked in the mirror and was relieved to see the other three transports following them. They parked up deep into the underground car park, where there were no longer any scanners and only cameras that Kale could easily hack into.

      Once they were down there, they all opened up the transports and began unloading the sentry droids. Kale and some of the others went around them, making last minute checks on their programming. There were fifty in all, and it had taken them years to get ahold of them, but if they got to the chancellor or even just one of his cabinet ministers, then it would be worth it. The carnage created would claim many lives, some of them amongst the men and woman assembled in that car park, but mostly amongst the civilians in the area. The government was always good at making sure that civilian casualties were always high. They controlled the media and the stream of information that the world, so were able to blame the high number of casualties on the Cause. In a world of bio-scanning, you could no longer fake deaths as everyone's heartbeat and life signs are continuously monitored; so you had to create them.

      Bow had been a home world shock trooper at one time, stationed on Earth. He had carried out many atrocities in the name of the government within the cities of Earth as well as on the off-world colonies. The government would doctor security footage of the attack so that the blame for the atrocity was put squarely on the shoulders of the Cause. Death often created hatred, and if you could control who got blamed, then you could control who was hated. All you needed was death.

      The Cause found themselves trapped in a catch; they needed to fight for the people, but with every fight they found themselves thrown further away from them. In the streets, the very people they swore to protect often openly hated them.

      Once the sentry droids were ready, the others began loading up on plasma rifles and photon grenades. They each wore a shield suit that covered them in a thin ion field that looked like green static coating their body. This protected them from some of the lower frequency ammunition that was going to come their way. However, it wouldn’t protect them from a beam of light shot from a photon canon. This high-intensity beam of particle light shoots through your body, splitting each of your body’s cells into their individual atoms.

      They primed the sentry droids, the droids instantly becoming animated. They were initially curled up in a ball, but when primed they curl out, stretching their mechanical limbs out like a waking child. When fully stretched out, they resembled mechanical scorpions and were around the size of a man. They each have six mechanical legs that carry their curved body. The body mostly contains ammunition and ion field generators. Jutting out of either side of the body are two large photon canons. These bad boys were some of the best military hardware available, and if you could capture one intact, without being killed by it first, and break through its firewall, reprogramming it, then you had a soldier straight from the depths of Hell on your side.

      Priming them was always a worry. You were never sure if someone else, possibly working for the government, had cracked your firewall while the droids were asleep. They could wake up and then suddenly attack you. That’s why it was always useful to check them regularly.

      The droids jutted into action. Kale then went over to one of the walls of the building they were within. He brought out a device and scanned the wall.

      “This is it,” he called out to the others.

      He then motioned to the droids and commanded, “Go on, boys— do your work!”

      The droids immediately rushed at the wall, Kale jumping out of the way. Ten of the droids were fitted with drilling equipment and began tearing away at the wall. The twelve humanoid members of the Cause team stood behind them as the droids dug through the wall, their weapons primed.

      No sooner were the droids through the wall than the building’s alarm system went off. The droids piled into the wall, followed by the members, O and Bow at their head. The droids at the front had been programmed to get them straight up to the stock exchange itself. The chancellor was giving a speech there that very moment.

      In the main stock exchange room, everyone stood silently watching the chancellor give his speech. The day’s trading had been put on hold for the time being. They all watched the great man, once a day trader himself just like them, holding forth, expressing his love for the great manipulators of money who made planet Earth what it was: glorious!

      Suddenly the alarms went off in a dirge, and all of the room’s exits instantly closed. A couple of the metal security shutters came down hard upon peoples’ heads, instantly killing them, scything through their bodies, blood spilling out everywhere. The chancellor stopped dead in his speech as his security team closed around him. Government sentry droids came spilling out on every side of him, creating a ring of protection.

      Everyone stood frozen to the spot wondering what was about to happen. The room was filled with the sound of the alarm wailing and the ‘keep calm and stay still’ message playing over and over on the room’s intercom.

      Everyone looked around, looking for a sign of action. Surely it wasn’t a drill, they thought. Not during the chancellor’s speech. Some thought they could hear a rumbling below their feet, in fact, they began to feel vibrations through their feet, becoming more violent with each second.

      All of a sudden, the ground in the centre of the room began to cave in, forming a large crater. Some people fell into the newly formed pit as it opened up. They kept sliding down its sides, their hands clawing at the debris in an attempt to get back up, but dropping down through the hole. Others were merely thrown onto the ground. The government sentry droids that surrounded the Chancellor aimed their weapons squarely at the pit.

      A brief silence ensued. Then a loud boom emerged from the pit, followed by a blinding light. Sparks and smoke shot out everywhere, and people began screaming and running, some of them on fire, green and yellow chemical flames eating into their flesh. Someone had let off a chemical blast in an attempt to clear the room. The pit erupted in a shower of coloured light beams that came shooting out from deep within it. The government droids began pulverising the pit with plasma, and the whole room erupted into a dazzling multicoloured firefight. The exits opened up so that more troops and droids could start piling into the room from outside. People started crushing each other in the stampede to leave the room through the newly opened doors. It quickly became carnage.

      

      Vanda raced through the funnel of traffic, throwing his bike around, his reactions sharpened by his three-second lapse. He had caught the eye of several police pods on his day’s ride, but had managed to avoid any fire from them, and he ignored their repeated warnings on his comms that he risked arrest and death. He didn’t care, his contacts at the government bureau usually got him off any of his more criminally dangerous violations. He had an excellent success rate with his predictions for them and seen as a valuable shifter in their fight against the Cause. He could be afforded a few misdemeanors.

      As Vanda shifted his bike upside down through a paper-thin gap between two cargo transits, he looked down and saw the same courtyard above Neo Time Square that he had seen in his vision that morning. Again his mind’s eye saw her face.

      It had taken four hours of meditation and another pill to get Vanda’s time lapse down to three seconds that morning. The girl’s pretty freckled face had haunted him for hours, as it had been for weeks now. But only in the visions of that morning had he seen her die. He was struck with further images of her recurring death during meditation; her face shortly before it had gone dead touched deep into his soul.

      He dipped the bike down through the thick traffic, the police pods racing down after him, and headed for the courtyard. He ran downwards through the different layers of traffic that clogged the airways, weaving and twisting the bike through the gaps. In his visions, he had been able to view the time on the big clock that covered one of the massive Time Square buildings. It had read 15:08:17. Vanda checked the time in the corner of his helmet. Seven minutes away. He decided to ditch the pods and twisted the bike around some service platforms that stood underneath the huge courtyard. He pushed his manoeuvring of the bike into overdrive as he shot it through gaps barely big enough to fit a man. He noticed one explosion behind him shortly followed by another and realised that he was no longer being pursued. He eased the bike off and then stopped on a service platform. He jumped off of the motorcycle and then swiped his finger across the face of his wristwatch. The bike instantly folded up into a small solid metal backpack, which Vanda picked up and strapped to his back, before heading up to the courtyard.

      Usually, he was supposed to report all strange visions to his contact, Dr Kelvin, but the girl’s face had intrigued him. He had decided not to tell Kelvin, but he had also realised that it would be too dangerous to get directly involved. He had gone out on his bike purely to get his mind off of the vision, not to get involved in any way.

      Once he had calmed his lapse he had headed out on the bike, but somehow had ended up riding through the city and coming to the precise place of the vision just seven minutes before it happened. He was sure that he had done it subconsciously. When he had looked down, while riding through the gap, he had fully expected to see the courtyard below him, as if he had always meant to be there at that point.

      Now he really was getting directly involved.

      Vanda walked onto the main boulevard of the courtyard, the huge neon advertising signs of Neo Time Square all around him peddling everything from clone servants to off world mineral stocks, the blue sky but a thin slither above his head. He checked the time: he only had thirty-three seconds with the time lapse.

      He stood in the centre of the boulevard and waited. Suddenly a voice came in his ear from his comms link.

      “What are you doing, Vanda?” came the voice of Dr Kelvin.

      “What do you mean, Doctor?” Vanda calmly replied.

      “You’re in violation of your contract.”

      “I’m not allowed to be in Time Square?”

      “Not now you’re not— leave the area immediately…”

      Vanda switched his comms off.

      “Shit,” he thought. “They must know about the attack.”

      Suddenly the courtyard filled with government shock troopers and battle droids; much larger versions of sentry droids that resemble mechanical tanks. Vanda was looking all about him when the building in front exploded. The same screaming bodies that he had seen earlier in his vision came spilling out. He rushed forward— he still had a couple of seconds before it exploded for real. He felt the heat from the blast rush over him as the explosion went off in real time— he always felt things in the present. Vanda rushed to the spot where he had seen the girl get shot and waited.

      He looked around.

      There she was, a frantic expression on her face, running for her life, turning now and then to blast the troops that chased her. The battle droids on the courtyard started firing away, incinerating whole crowds of people, the stink of the chemical flames spilling into Vanda’s nostrils. She reached his position.

      “I’m Vanda,” he bellowed at her as he grabbed ahold of her.

      “Who the heck are you?” she exclaimed in surprise as he took her.

      Vanda ripped the backpack off of his back with one hand while he held onto O with the other. The backpack instantly folded out into the bike and Vanda jumped onto it, pulling O onto the back with him. She wasn’t sure what was happening, but as they burst out of there and away from the carnage that crackled on behind them, she felt much safer.

      They thundered along through the city traffic, which by now had become completely static due to the attack on the stock exchange. They weaved in and out of it, police pods and attack craft filling the airways in search of them. Vanda saw several police pods that would recognise them in three seconds. He instantly took the bike down through the traffic, the pods missing them entirely. He then saw that directly down through the traffic -  a police frigate waiting for them. He immediately brought the bike upright and glided it down a narrow street way that took them below the plusher areas of downtown Neo Manhattan. He raced along, O holding on tightly to him from behind, when suddenly he saw that at a junction just ahead a police pod was about to cross; he instantly dived left, O almost coming off the back.

      Vanda decided to dive down into the subterranean innards

      s of the vast city. Down there amongst the desperate and the deserted, they would be safe.

      A few moments later, they were deep down below the fog and no longer in danger. They both got off the bike and Vanda folded it up into a pack again.

      O opened her mouth to speak, but before she could let out any sound, Vanda said, “My name is Vanda Kline. I am a shifter and saw you in a vision. I just saved your life.”

      “Well, that clears that up, Mr Kline. I don’t recognise…”

      “I don’t work for the Cause,” Vanda butted in, having already heard the question, “— I do some contractual work for the government.”

      At that O jumped back and brought her fusion pistol out, placing it right up against Vanda’s temple. Vanda just stood there calmly — he, of course, knew what her reaction would be before she knew herself.

      “It’s okay,” he calmly said, O’s pistol drilling into the side of his head, “I don’t think I work for them any longer. However, we do need to get out of here and to someone that can hack my chip. Yes, (O was about to ask about it, but Vanda began answering the question before she had the chance) I have a tracking device that doesn’t work so good down here, but will eventually give away our position. Please, I need your help.”

      “Why did you take me out of there?” O interjected. “I left friends down there, who possibly needed my help.”

      “You would have died— I’ve seen it many times.”

      With that O went silent and the two of them headed into the deep labyrinthine streets of lower Manhattan. She knew someone that they could see who would be able to hack Vanda’s chip.

      Down there in the lower levels, most of the telescreens were cracked or broken, but the odd one worked and as they passed them they saw the news of the chancellor’s death and those suspected of it. Vanda paused as he saw his face up there on the telescreens. He too was now a wanted fugitive.

      Soon he and O were in a bustling collection of tight alleyways encrusted with little shops selling cheap goods. The place was a huge marketplace, and the two of them had to squeeze their ways through the walkways tightly packed with scruffy looking people of all kind. The smell of rotting meat seemed to permeate out of everything and the sun’s rays never made it this far down into the city depths, so the place was lit up with miles and miles of neon lights that hung from every ceiling and ordained every wall. Vanda began to worry that they’d be recognised, but no one seemed to batter an eyelid at them. That was because down at the bottom of the city nobody cared for the fugitives of a government whose jurisdiction doesn’t spread this low.

      Finally, O found the place she was looking for. They ducked into a small shop, whose door was only four feet tall. Vanda had to stoop down low as they went through.

      Inside the cramped shop, there was an ocean of cables strewn all over the floor and across every surface. They walked steadily to the back of the shop and then continued down a cramped corridor, O leading, before finally arrived at a small metal hatch that sat on the floor of the far end of the hallway.

      O bent down and knocked on the hatch. A light beam came out of the hatch and scanned O. The hatch instantly unlocked, and O opened it up. She began to climb down through the hatch but stopped as her head was about to disappear and looked up at Vanda.

      “Don’t…” she pronounced.

      “I won’t mention that I worked for the government,” Vanda answered before she had a chance to finish.

      “Okay,” she said and carried on going down.

      Vanda followed her down into a little cave full of pieces of tech and cables. Vanda saw O walk up to a huge pile of cables, and then the cables move suddenly as she approached. Someone was underneath it, or within it all. The pile of cables stretched out a little hand from within it, which O took. It then turned around, and Vanda saw a little oriental face poking out from within all the cables. The cables appeared to be plugged into some kind of suit that the little man was wearing. The weight of it all hunched him down, and when he moved, he looked like a giant hunchback.

      “Sit,” the little cable covered man entreated Vanda.

      But Vanda could see nowhere to sit, so he just sat on the floor. Vanda then allowed O to do all the talking; he didn’t want to give away the fact that he was a shifter. O explained to the man, whose name was Zilo, that Vanda needed a government chip hacked and that he was a Cause member who had escaped from a government camp. Zilo gave him a curious look. O then explained that Vanda was a mute. The old man seemed reassured by this and came over to Vanda, dragging the deluge of cables with him as he did so.

      He came up to Vanda and grabbed the latter’s head roughly, pulling it forward and examining the back of Vanda’s neck. He placed two fingers there and sat musing for a while. Vanda noticed that the old man’s eyes turned a light neon-blue as he did so. He was a neurolian— a networker; that is, someone who has adapted their genetic makeup so that they can plug themselves into whole computer networks and change its programming with their minds. The suit was an entire network of databases continuously plugging him into everything. Vanda had heard of such people but had never seen them in the flesh. They were illegal and mostly worked for the Cause. But then the government had captured a few of them, drugged and then forced to combat other neurolians for them.

      A few moments later and the old man became animated, and his eyes returned to their former dull color.

      “It’s done,” he muttered.

      Suddenly he grabbed a screwdriver that sat next to him and flung it directly at Vanda. Vanda instantly caught it, having a three-second advantage.

      “Huh!” the old man cried out. “I knew it— he’s a shifter.”

      O stood behind him with a worried look upon her face.

      “I knew it the moment he walked down here,” Zilo continued and then addressing O, he added. “Do you know?”

      “Yes,” she gently pronounced.

      Zilo then grabbed hold of Vanda’s arm and began inspecting it carefully.

      Looking up at Vanda, he asked, “When did you take the last of your medication?”

      “What?” Vanda replied.

      When he had left for his ride, Vanda had forgotten to grab his meds. He had only consciously expected to be out for a couple of hours max.

      “Your withdrawal is coming on,” Zilo informed him. “Look— your skin is fading. You’re nearly completely colourless.”

      Vanda looked at his hands. They had gone even paler than they usually were. His exposure to the spice hadn’t just affected his temporal awareness; it had also affected the pigmentation of his skin and bleached almost all the color out of his body. When the effects of his meds wore off, the color of his skin would immediately fade until it was almost transparent. They called it ‘ghosting’ at the Institute. He was supposed to take a pill every three hours and couldn’t afford a break. It had now been three and a half hours since his last.

      Vanda felt the sure signs of a temporal seizure about to kick in. He began to sweat. He felt the room start to shrink around him, and the ceiling began to push down on him. He felt like the very air of the room and his vision was squeezing him began to whir. The sounds in the room began to blur, and he felt himself shrinking. His time-lapse began to spread out: five seconds, and then ten, followed by twenty seconds, the room becoming more and more confusing as the seconds passed. He reached his hand out into the room to see if he were still in it, but his hand hit something solid about a foot in front of him, which he couldn’t see. Suddenly he no longer saw the room, its walls dissolving around him, but being carried along a long corridor. He was having a temporal seizure.

      It was common for shifters who regularly take government meds to have fits when they don’t take them for too long a period. Their bodies grew a dependency to the drugs and going without them causes catastrophic damage to their temporal field. Vanda needed to get to medication quickly.

      Within the fit, he attempted to cool his mind, to focus it back into its present moment. But every time he opened his eyes he was in a different place, causing him to become more confused. Now and then he would feel someone stroking his hand, but when he opened his eyes to look, he saw no one there. Sometimes he would catch the face of O looking down at him, a worried expression on her freckled face, but when he reached out to touch her, he felt nothing there.

      Eventually, he slipped into unconsciousness.

      Unfortunately, Vanda found no respite in sleep. He found himself in a great hall made of glass. Outside he saw an expanse of blue, cloud-filled sky, the likes of which he had only ever seen from the window of an interplanetary shuttle whenever he was flying in or out of Earth’s atmosphere, but never from the ground. Outside the hall stood hundreds of people all dressed in white, the cut of their outfits different but always white. They looked so clean and beautiful. They were all rejoicing something and service droids hovered about them giving out drinks and refreshments.

      Everyone stood on the most beautiful sky top balcony that had been carved from white ivory taken from the gigantic whale-like creatures of V’ranasi 6. The balcony was huge, around a hundred meters in width and spreading out the side of an enormous tower that adorned the sky tops of a huge city. The ground was covered with perfectly manicured grass, and an orchid of peach trees bordered the whole thing. Vanda looked across the sky top and saw across a large expanse of city rooftop communities that looked like small islands placed on top of mountain-sized skyscrapers. It was beautiful, and each island was covered in little suburbs and lakeside communities. It was heaven on Earth and something that Vanda could hardly believe possible.

      All of a sudden the sky filled with hundreds of television screens and everyone looked up, parents pointing the screens out to their children. Other people, such as those close to the edge of the ivory balcony, ignored the screens and began looking down over the edge with electro binoculars. Vanda looked up into the air at the screens and saw that they were displaying images of the bottom levels of the city. In fact, they were showing the subterranean levels of every city on Earth, going from one city to the next. The lower level city streets were full of people, all looking very scared, crying, hugging one another, holding up placards that Vanda couldn’t make out.

      There suddenly came a flash of light, both on the screens and down below, and the people up on the balcony began to cheer, as did all the other people on the upper levels, including children. Vanda ran outside and looked over the edge of the huge balcony. An enormous bright light with lightening bolts careering out of it was covering the whole of the lower level. He looked back up at the screens and saw the light begin to fade.

      When it had, all the people were gone, naught but ash being blown along on an atomic wind.

      Vanda suddenly awoke. He was surrounded by people he didn’t recognise and in a strange room. His vision was blurred. He saw the face of O come into view, but he didn’t reach out for it as he was sure that his lapse was still too far-gone. He flinched as she reached out to him and he felt her touch his arm only ten seconds later. “They must have gotten some meds inside me,” Vanda thought.

      “It’s okay,” O reassured him. “You’re with the Cause now— they’re my friends.”

      Vanda waited for the ten seconds to pass and then he solemnly pronounced to O, “Then I have to tell your leader that the government plan to incinerate everyone on the lower levels of every city on Earth.”
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* * *

      
        
        Part Two

        

      

      Deep inside the Cause’s secret base, Vanda spent several days in and out of temporal seizures.

      The team of doctors that constantly surrounded him did all they could to help. But, no matter what, they couldn’t get his seizures under control. During this period, Vanda felt so alone, trapped in a world between worlds and O did her best to keep him company, regularly sitting by his side. However, he could never see her in the present moment and therefore was unable communicate with her.

      Several times he was presented with her panicked face, tears streaming down her cheeks, and realised that something was about to happen in that room that would move her to such emotions. It filled him with trepidation; for he fully expected that she was crying over him.

      Once he was sitting up in his bed when he suddenly realised that there was someone next to him and that they were talking to him; informing him of something. He quickly realised that it was Zilo, but that the little man was no longer wearing his network suit. Vanda hadn’t realised how old the man was when he had seen him before and also how tiny. He was now sitting in a chair, hunched forward and leaning on a long black cane; his hands rested upon it.

      “I’m not sure exactly where you are at the moment, Vanda,” the old man informed him, “but I must relate certain information to you. You needn’t reply, as I probably won’t be there when you speak. Firstly, I must tell you that we are doing everything that we can to stabilise your current condition. We can synthesise your medication, but your condition is far worse than we first thought. It appears to be mutating and. Therefore, your treatment is continuously evolved for the purpose of keeping it under control. The government has placed several devices within you that are, we believe, designed for the purpose of monitoring your condition. However, we are unable to access the devices because their government encryption is too strong. Instead, we must remove them.

      “Now some further bad news: your medication is designed not just to keep your condition under control, but also to keep you, yourself, under control. The meds inhibit several of your brain receptors that could themselves take control of your condition, allowing you to use your full physical abilities with autonomy. They also make you physically dependent on them. We must first remove the devices and then wean you off your meds. This process will be an extremely trying period for you as you will be falling around the temporal plane for what may seem like an eternity. You are not the first person that we have had to get off of this type of medication and I’m not going to lie to you; it could kill you, make you insane or worse: we could lose you forever within some other temporal plane far off into the future. Our success rate is not good. Of the several hundred people that we have gotten off of government meds, only ten were able to function afterwards. But I’m afraid it’s the only way.”

      At this point, the old man struck out his bony little hand and took Vanda’s hand within it. Vanda felt nothing, clearly seeing the future, but the old man’s solemn expression and the gesture touched Vanda deep inside. Zilo had seen many people go through withdrawal and had seen the fight in which their souls took part. One man had explained it to Zilo as being lost deep in space where a single second can represent an infinite number of lifetimes.

      “When you slip into the temporal field,” Zilo continued solemnly, “you must remove yourself of your ego, Vanda. Your mind must be untethered from all your egoistic concerns and be allowed to float freely into the expanse of time and space. You will see all time and will lose yourself within it. You will be but a child floating in time; alone and afraid. Do not fear the darkness, but enfold it. For we can only fully appreciate and experience the wonder of the light from the bleakness of the dark. I hope that this helps you, my friend, and I wish you all the luck in the world for your fight. For it will be the greatest fight that your soul has ever been through.”

      With that, the old man slowly disappeared like a sand statue in the wind and was replaced by empty space. Vanda looked around and realised that he was now standing. He looked to his side and saw O. She had a terribly pained expression on her face that made Vanda shudder. He looked down and noticed that she had taken hold of his hand and had led him to a corner of the room. Together they stood in front of an elongated mirror. Vanda peered into the mirror and was shocked to see his emaciated body. Its skin was a ghostly white and upon its surface stood several large, fresh scars. There was one each on his forearms; a large crescent shaped one on his abdomen and, when he turned around, he noticed a long horrific pink scar that ran from his coccyx all the way up his spine and finished upon the crown of his head. He turned his head and looked at O, who stood beside him. She shed a single tear that fell from the corner of her eye and slid down her cheek. She smiled a crooked smile at him and Vanda realised that she meant to console him with her look. But it filled Vanda with pity. Not for himself, but for O. He hated the fact that he was to blame for her tears. She looked so child-like in her expression. Her pity for him touched his heart.

      Of course, Vanda was only the witness to this; it was yet actually to happen, and he felt intensely frustrated at not being able to reach out and touch her. He so wanted to caress her face and wipe away her tears; console her pain.

      He attempted to break free and control the body of his future self; urging it on through his mind; willing it to reach out to her. He felt his whole body well up and then scream out for this, like an ancient volcano that has spent centuries waiting to explode and then finally gets its chance.

      Suddenly, his arm jolted out and he realised that he had willed it to do so. But before he had an opportunity to control it further, it once again returned to its limp former position. He looked around and saw that the walls of the room were beginning to disappear, just as Zilo had earlier, like sand in the wind. Vanda looked to O by his side and saw that she too was in the process of being swept away. Seconds later there was nothing left of her but cosmic dust swirling away into a vast expanse of blackness.

      Everything went dark for Vanda then and he couldn’t tell where he was. In the present, his body could feel nothing around it, as if he were floating in the air. He felt himself completely still; no wind or anything appeared to attack his senses. In a word, Vanda was lost; both physically and spiritually.
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* * *

      To explain everything that happened to Vanda at this time would take more volumes of books than have ever been written, and it would take an eternity to write; because that’s what he experienced: eternity. So for this episode, it is better just to report several sentient moments within this almost endless realm of which our hero and heroine was cast.

      In the beginning, Vanda floated amongst the great cities of Earth and watched their entire history played out. He watched as humanity tore itself apart. Wars broke out everywhere, and he watched as whole cities were decimated; he saw great floods of blue flame enveloping them and sweeping away whole civilisations. He watched as fleets of ships left the ruins of Earth behind and fled to the colonies. He then travelled with them and watched as the colonies became unstable themselves, as humankind’s bitterness followed the survivors there. He watched the colonies begin to disintegrate with uprisings and then humanity started to consume itself once again, just as it had on Earth. He then spent thousands of years watching the ruins of humanity slowly become swallowed by nature and then crumble into dust, until even the flimsiest signs of this once fertile civilisation disappeared from the face of the universe. His heart sank at this sight and he fled into the vast expanse of the unknown universe.

      His spirit flowed along with the universal slipstream, pulled through wormholes and emerging in strange solar systems. He watched as full suns imploded into themselves in giant supernovas and sucked their surrounding planets into them. He watched as whole galaxies collapsed in on themselves and became giant nebulas of pink and green gases. He entered entire stars as they moved through the universe and absorbed other solar systems into their great being. He discovered other life forms of different complex natures; a species of amphibious humanoids that lived a primitive life until destroyed by a great planet-wide famine that decimated their numbers until their primitive civilisation was swept away by the natural forces of the universe. He witnessed a species of gaseous beings that evolved beyond their physical form and were able to move through the galaxy, inhabiting planets and infecting other species. They would be breathed in by a physical organism, and then consume it from the inside out. Vanda watched as whole galaxies were depleted of their sentient life forms by these gaseous parasites until the surrounding galaxies were no more than vast wastelands and the gaseous life forms were the size of whole nebulas. These were then themselves consumed by an imploding star whose supernova spanned across an entire galaxy.

      Stuck in the universal wilderness, having by now forgotten everything, Vanda was called to by something that struck him at the time as celestial. It spoke a strange language that Vanda somehow understood, even though he had never heard its vocabulary before. It called to him across the stars and brought him to the edge of the cosmos. There in the desert of space, he saw something so beautiful that he felt like an infant spying upon the world for the first time. It was a piercing light that looked as though it were shining in through a tear in space and time. Vanda stared into the Elysian light with wonder. It would continually change colour and shape with each of its words, like some techni-colored Rorschach.  In its bizarre dialect, it told him to look upon the beginning of time.

      But this struck Vanda as odd because he believed that he was coming to the end of all time— as he watched galaxy after galaxy, civilisation after civilisation, consume itself— not the beginning.

      “From death we are born,” the light boomed in its strange language.

      Vanda turned to look upon the universe and saw it begin to whirl like a great storm, the stars swirling within it like the debris of a tornado.

      “Look upon the beginning of creation,” it cried out, as its light intensified, constantly morphing into new shapes and ever more amazing arrays of colour.

      This vision confused the already stretched mind of Vanda as he saw nothing but eternal death as the remaining galaxies smashed into one another and burst into particles of light.

      The light began to expand into the cosmic storm, consuming everything. Its sharp beam of light burst into an incandescent white glow that devoured the cosmos like an organism consumes an amoeba. He watched the cosmic osmosis until it had finished and all that existed was an abyss of incandescence.

      There was nothing left and Vanda was left to float amongst a void of nothingness.

      He roamed the dead space of the nothing for an eternity until he lost his mind and found himself melting into the white light, his consciousness spreading throughout it like the tentacles of some great marine creature stretching out in search of prey. The great light no longer spoke to him and he drifted into a realm that had no physical shape or life. There were no gases, no matter, nothing; just a vast expanse of incandescence. Vanda felt himself no longer a conscious being, but a part of the white; himself consumed by it. It was a perfect symmetry that amounted to a vast landscape of nothingness; a void.

      Just as Vanda had completely forgotten himself and was about to drift into permanent dementia, a voice came echoing across the wilderness of time. Its cooing inflexions of soft speech reminded him of who or what he was once.

      “Your name is Vanda Kline,” the voice softly said, repeating this verse over and over, sounding like it was right next to him, breathing into his ear. “You were born in New Queens, Neo York on the third of April, 2555. Your birth mother was Izis Kline. You never knew your birth father. When you were three, your mother signed you over to a government orphanage, where you were raised until you turned sixteen. You went in search of your mother and found out that she had died four years before…”

      It went on, repeating his whole life history over and over, bringing him back from the void of his mind. He recognised the voice and through the empty planes, he pronounced within his thoughts one word: O.

      She was somewhere out there amongst the dimensions of time and space and she was telling him who he was. Having been alone for so many eternities, Vanda cried tears from his very soul. He suddenly felt something and realised that it was his hand. She was holding his hand and rubbing its palm. He could feel her across the dimensions of space and time and he felt a great relief. His consciousness began to flow back to him then and he avoided slipping into an endless insanity.

      Then echoing out of the incandescence came the voice of the light once again, telling him that the cycle of time was once again to pass and with it the rebirth of the cosmos. He suddenly saw a vast wave of bright pink flames coming from far away, rolling along and changing everything; destroying its perfect balance. From this tide of fire, came a vast array of nebulas and the whiteness disappeared into a slipstream of matter. Vanda now became witness to a great storm of chemicals that crashed together and made a series of gigantic explosions throughout the universe. From these explosions formed galaxies and solar systems and he realised that he was witnessing the birth of the universe: the big bang.

      Vanda searched out Earth again amongst the newly formed galaxies and found it to be covered almost entirely by an ocean. He dived down into the great expanse of blue water and watched as creatures began to mutate and diversify with each passing millennia until the vast ocean began to subside with the changing of the climate and islands appeared upon its surface.

      He watched as the first sea creatures left the water and pulled themselves across the sands and into the vegetation. They then began to mutate over thousands of generations and leave the primordial waters behind forever. He then witnessed the first sprouts of humanity begin to evolve and then establish the first signs of organised civilisation. He began to realise that far from going forward through time, he had gone completely through it and emerged out of it on the other side. He realised then that time is cyclical and that he was entering the next dimension.

      He floated like a ghost of time amongst the great empires of human civilisation; one consuming another in a constant fight for control. He watched as one evolution of man destroyed the last in horrific scenes of genocide. He witnessed Homo sapiens leading crusades across Europe, decimating the Neanderthals, laying siege to their villages. He saw huge piles of Neanderthal bodies and the Homo sapiens lighting them in giant fires that burnt throughout the ancient world. Modern humanity was born from the ashes of those civilisations that went before it.

      Vanda found himself floating through the planes of Earth and witnessing the great universal struggle played out over and over again; never ceasing; never ending; always battling for survival; always gasping for air; always clambering to the top, only to be removed once they were there.

      But through it, all Vanda had but one solace: O.

      In his most desperate times, he would hear her soothing voice come drifting across the dimensions, reminding him of who he was and releasing him from his ever growing psychological despair. Through her gentle tones, he kept ahold of who he was; of what he was; and if it hadn’t been for her, he would have disappeared into the vacuum of his mind and the last tethers of his sanity would have been broken, casting him forever into madness. She reassured him that he would return soon.

      He cried out in the darkness for her and suddenly felt a soft hand brush down one side of his face, seemingly wiping a tear away from his face. At her touch, he felt an electric shiver traverse the whole of his being, welling up and threatening to burst into a cloud of the purest joy.

      Vanda moved off through the atmosphere and launched himself out into the galaxy. He watched the planet Earth from afar and saw that it was slowly changing, morphing into a face. The velvet black space that surrounded it began to move and dissolve away; its atoms splitting into a trillion particles of black sand that swirled around the planet. Earth began to change shape into an oval and its blue and green surface slowly dissolved into a milky white. The face began to emerge more prominently and soon he recognised it.

      It was O.

      She stood over him and he realised that he was back in the room, staring out from the bed. She had a half wrinkled smile upon her red lips and a genuinely worried expression had hold of her features. Vanda reached out a hand towards her face and she moved her head towards it. He almost jumped out of the bed when he felt the softness of her cheek upon the palm of his hand; she was really there. For the first time in nearly ten years, Vanda was seeing the present moment.

      O’s expression instantly changed when she realised that he was awake and a gentle smile opened up on her lips, replacing her worried expression. She immediately looked behind her and began calling someone. A man dressed like a makeshift doctor came jogging over to Vanda. He sat down on the edge of the bed next to him and took hold of one of his wrists. He pricked the wrist with a device, which Vanda instantly felt, and then checked a readout upon it.

      “Well,” the doctor gently pronounced, looking confidently into Vanda’s eyes, “it appears that you are finally with us. You had this one,” he signalled O with a nod of his head in her direction, “very anxious. But from your read out it appears that your brain functions are about as normal as a shifter’s will ever be.”

      The whole time, O stood at the foot of the bed and looked down upon Vanda, her expression giving away her relief at seeing Vanda recovered from his ordeal.

      On the outside, she had watched his body spasms and cries with such heart rendering pity that she had melted into tears almost every day that she had come to see him; and apart from her duties with the Cause, she had visited him every spare moment that she could. She felt an almost instantaneous connection with Vanda the moment they had fled from Neo Time Square together.

      At his best during his illness, Vanda had just stared out from his bed with dead eyes. But on those days when his condition had taken ahold of him, he had had awful convulsions and his body streamed with a translucent, yellow liquid that smelt like rotting metal. It was the toxic meds leaving his body, pouring out of every pour like a poisonous stream. He looked so childlike to O then that her pity for him had threatened to overwhelm her.

      “How long have I been gone?” Vanda timidly asked in a hoarse voice, his throat a little sore.

      “Not as long as it must have felt for you,” the doctor remarked. “You’ve been out for about three weeks now, which isn’t so bad— I’ve seen some who have taken months to recover and others who have never left the state of withdrawal; lost within the void of time.”

      Vanda looked down upon himself and saw that he had become terribly emaciated. He realised that the withdrawal had eaten into his body. His skin was becoming transparent and his hair had turned a brilliant white. He also noticed the pink scars on his forearms that he had seen in one of his visions during his illness.

      The doctor observed him looking and said, “We had to remove several devices from your body that had been placed there by the government. Our tech team are trying to fathom them now— we’re not sure exactly what their purpose was, but we believe it had something to do with controlling your actions and mind waves. They aren’t tracking devices, but something else. Eventually, we will be able to remove the scars, but I don’t yet possess the desired equipment for that.”

      O came over to Vanda, crouched down beside his bed and took his hand in hers, pressing his palm gently with her fingers. Vanda felt a surge of warmth traverse his body at her touch. She smiled gently at him and he returned her smile with one of his own.

      “You know I saw and heard you while I was in there,” he softly said to her. “You called me back from the abyss of my own mind on more than one occasion. Thank you.”

      O blushed deeply and smiled, her face lighting up with a transcendent beauty that shone a light into Vanda. He too blushed at its sight.

      “The patient needs time to recover his energy,” the doctor said, breaking the two’s moment. “Neon wishes to see him as soon as his energy returns.”

      With that, he laid a hand upon O’s shoulder and signalled for her to leave the room with him. She stood up, smiled one last smile at Vanda and the two began to leave the room.

      As they were walking through the door, Vanda suddenly asked, “Doctor, why can I see the present?”

      “Sorry,” the doctor said from the doorway, “I forgot to say. The drugs that the government gave you kept your condition in a state that the government could control. They stopped your time lapse from staying stable, but also gave you a dependency on them. That meant that if you stopped taking them then, your condition would spiral out of control, giving you the impression that you needed them. But the meds themselves do no more than block your ability to manage your condition independently. You’ll see when you begin your training.”

      “My training?”

      “I won’t say too much for now, but you have a crucial part to play in the future of humanity. Neon will explain everything to you tomorrow.”

      And with that, the two left, O smiling briefly at him as she disappeared through the door. Vanda lay back down on the bed. His whole body ached and he found that he had grown terribly weak and fatigued. He slowly began to sink into unconsciousness.
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* * *

      Vanda slept soundly that night. He dreamt about O.

      They were together walking along the edge of a blue sand beach of one of the many small islands of Vespes 3. In the light green sky, the iridescent duel suns glowed intermittently orange and purple. The pink ocean’s waves crashed upon the shoreline as they walked barefoot along it holding hands.

      O’s red hair sparkled in the glowing orange light of the dancing sunbeams and her emerald green eyes sparkled within it too. They came upon a shape in the sand and realised that it was a beached silver ream (a kind of small dolphin with two dorsal fins). At its sight, O pulled her hand out of Vanda’s and steadily jogged up to it. He followed her.

      When he reached the poor creature, O was crouched down beside it and running her hand along its back. It was still alive and breathing unsteadily, its smooth silver skin sparkling in the sunlight.

      “Why do you suppose its beached?” she asked, her eyes not leaving it.

      “I’m not sure,” Vanda replied.

      He looked up along the shoreline and saw dotted along it many other silver shapes. He quickly realised that it was more silver reams that had somehow become beached. He noticed more of them being washed up and realised that there was hundreds if not thousands of them. The waters along the shore were thick with them, all bobbing about helplessly in a thick soup of poor creatures.

      Birds had landed on some of them and were pecking the poor animals, breaking through their thick silver skin and ripping out pieces of pink flesh. He looked down at O and saw a tear leave her eye and cascade down her cheek. She looked up at him imploringly and a pang hit his heart like a soft bullet. He felt so helpless; for the creatures and for O too. There was nothing that he could do, both for them and for her. He heard a commotion above his head and, looking up,  saw hundreds of birds circling the reams, squawking their high pitch screams and swooping down upon them.

      Several birds suddenly swooped down upon the ream that the two were stood by and O began to swat them desperately away. They began to overwhelm her. She darted about, Vanda helping her as she did so, shaking her fists at them, but soon the two were consumed within a swarm of pecking birds. O let out a scream and Vanda fought through the mass of darting birds to get to her.

      However, as he desperately searched through the multitude that surrounded him, he couldn’t find her and could only hear the sound of her fading screams getting further and further away until they were gone.  He felt a flame go out inside himself and then he awoke.

      Vanda looked up and saw the face of O smiling down at him, sat beside his bed on a chair. Without thinking, he leant out of the bed and grabbed ahold of her, embracing her in an emotional hug. At first, she was slightly taken aback, and looked down at him, as he hugged her, with a slightly awkward expression on her face. She slowly moved her arms around him and held onto him, gently returning his embrace.

      “What’s the matter?” she gently asked.

      He let go, a little embarrassed at his rash action, and looked up at her from the bed.

      “Sorry,” he said sheepishly, “I wasn’t sure if you were really there or not.”

      And patting herself all over, O remarked, “Well, I think I’m here!”

      “How long have you been there?”

      “Only a short while. Neon sent me to fetch you as soon as you had awoken. Here take this.”

      O handed Vanda a red pill. He took it from her and looked at it, a bemused expression on his face.

      “What is it?” he asked her.

      “It’s a nutrient pill. Down here that’s all we have for sustenance.”

      “Down here?”

      “Mmm… I guess you’ll have to see it to understand what it is. Do you think that you can walk?”

      “I guess so.”

      “Then come on, there is much for you to be shown and told.”

      Vanda gingerly got out of the bed and to his feet. He ached all over and his enfeebled body moved unsteadily, giving him the appearance of a ventriloquist doll that had somehow cut its tethers and escaped its puppeteer. O giggled to herself as she watched his awkward movements. He took the pill and then followed her out of the room.

      Outside, she led him through a corridor that had many wires and aluminium piping strung from its ceiling. People rushed to and fro, passing them in the hallway. As they passed, Vanda was sure that they kept sneaking little sideways glances at him. He got the impression that he was some celebrity or a curiosity at the very least.

      “Why do they keep looking at me?” he whispered to O, as they walked along together.

      She smiled and said, “Because of what you are and what you mean.”

      “And what is that?”

      She stopped and then looked at Vanda, not sure what to say next.

      “I’ll let Neon explain,” she said finally.

      They moved off again and came upon a huge warehouse space full of people, vehicles, equipment and tech. Everywhere, people operated on the machinery, seemingly making repairs to it or modifications. Around them, people buzzed along determinately, obviously in the midst of some errand, but would momentarily stop to take a look at Vanda.

      The two came to a large combat destroyer; that is, a large vessel with two super photon cannons on both sides and several other large weapons sticking out of its various sides. It was government military, like most of the hardware in that large room, and must have taken a lot of effort to get hold of. Underneath the destroyer was several people attempting to fix something.

      “Neon," O called to one of them.

      Neon instantly looked over at them from underneath the destroyer. He was a tall man of medium build and had a large scar that went down the right side of his face, through his eye, covered with a black leather eye patch. He had black hair with a shock of white running through it. He walked over to the two and offered his hand to Vanda.

      When Vanda looked down at the proffered hand, he observed that it was mechanical. He took the cold metal hand and shook it. Neon smiled at him and the amiability of his smile put Vanda at ease, as it warmed his otherwise grizzled appearance.

      “My name is Neon,” he said in a friendly tone, “and you, my friend, are about to learn of your future. Follow me.”

      With that, Neon walked off and O urged Vanda to follow him.

      Neon led Vanda out of the room, down a corridor and into another room. When they were inside, Vanda noticed a giant window at one end. What he saw out of that window momentarily mesmerized him. He wandered up to it, ignoring the fact that he was supposed to be there for the purpose of speaking with Neon. He looked out of it into a vast underwater world, different strange marine creatures swimming around in it. A short way off from the window, Vanda saw the gigantic stone statue of a woman. On her head was a crown and she wore a solemn expression upon her face. Under one arm she carried some books and her other arm was stretched out towards the water’s surface, a flaming stone torch in her hand.

      Neon came beside Vanda and informed him, “They called it the statue of liberty. It’s over six hundred years old and once greeted people to the shores of old New York. She represented justice and freedom to people, but now she sits here underneath everything; buried and drowned like every other moral principle of our civilisation. When they destroyed the previous world with pollution and the oceans swallowed everything up, they just built over it, like it never even existed. Now we hide down here with everything else that they destroyed, waiting for the day when we reclaim Earth and lead it out of the darkness and into the light.”

      “Like a flaming torch,” Vanda added.

      Neon smiled.

      “Like a flaming torch,” he repeated. “Yes— exactly so.”

      He then walked over to a desk that stood in one corner and sat down behind it. Vanda still stood staring out of the window at the submerged city of yesterday, wondering how such a once thriving city had been allowed to be extinguished like this.

      “Sit down, Vanda,” Neon commanded. “I have much to tell you.”

      Vanda came and did what was asked of him, sitting down opposite Neon, who rested back in his chair.

      Once Vanda sat down, Neon pronounced, “Do you know about the great Founder of the Cause?”

      “No,” Vanda said.

      “Of course not. It’s because his name is deleted from the records. But down here we keep his memory alive. He was a time shifter like you; one of the first to come back from Kessalon. The government weren’t sure what exactly he was at first and quietly released him back into society thinking him no more than an invalid. They were wrong.

      “When he had been in the hospital waiting to be released, he would have the most terrible nightmares about a great genocide that took place somewhere in the future - a genocide that would claim the lives of over seventeen billion people here on Earth. I am told that you too have had the same vision. He didn’t just see the end, though, he saw the beginning of it too. He watched as children starved to death in the streets down below while those at the top reaped the rewards of the bountiful colonies. He watched as men and woman laboured to death on those same colonies to bring back the profits of Earth’s imperialism and then see its profits shared out amongst a few while everyone else suffered under a terrible toil. When he came back, he walked the streets telling everyone that would listen about what he had seen. He scared them as he told them of government camps all over the universe, including here on Earth, that saw people caged like animals as scientists experimented on them in laboratories. He saw the souls of men blackened. He learnt how to control his shifter abilities so that he could fight and then teach others to fight with him.

      “Now, I want to show you something, Vanda.”

      Neon turned to a telescreen on the wall behind him and pressed a button on it. The screen immediately flicked on. It was some old surveillance video. In it a man stood in the centre of many government shock troopers and attack droids of differing sizes, their weapons all pointed to him. Neon paused it.

      “What do you think?” he asked.

      “I think that that guy better give himself up or have a solid plan for his escape.”

      “That ‘guy’ is the founder.”

      Neon started the footage again.

      The troops and the droids began to attack, but the Founder simply moved in and out of their fire, as if he knew exactly where it would be directed next. Then Vanda witnessed something that confused him. The Founder ran up to a sentry droid, moving his body in and out of all the energy bolts that came his way, and pushed his palm out towards it, about a foot in front of it. The droid immediately began to implode into itself, its metal frame screaming out as it folded into itself. Neon again paused the footage.

      “Do you know what that is?” he questioned Vanda.

      Vanda leant forward in his chair to gain a better sight of it.

      “No,” he slowly pronounced, a little confused at what he was seeing.

      “He has opened up a vortex— a tear in time and space and he is pushing the Droid into it.”

      “No— only star gates fuelled on spice can do that.”

      “Or humans whose genetic makeup has been fused with spice," Neon corrected.

      He started the footage again. The Founder began to move about, ducking in and out of the projectiles so efficiently that much of them hit other government troops or droids. Suddenly he appeared to vanish and in a second he was on the other side of the government forces. Neon again paused the footage.

      “Here,” he began, “he is stopping time momentarily; I believe his record for this was a whole minute, but it took a lot of his strength to hold off the flow of time. He described it as being a one man dam against a great raging river. That is why you saw him disappear— he had actually stopped time so that he could move unspotted.”

      The Founder then opened up more vortexes and each one pulled in more of the troops and droids until nothing remained but him. Far from facing the most terrible of massacres, he had been the sole survivor and he then began opening another vortex, of which he jumped into it and then, in a flash of light, he had disappeared completely.

      Neon turned the screen off.

      “How did he do that?” Vanda enquired.

      “He did it through complete control of his abilities. He was so strong that he could control the temporal field to such a degree that he could fold space and time. He could travel across the universe in seconds, emerging anywhere that he liked. He could open up a tear in space and have whole armies pulled into it and then dumped into space somewhere a billion light years away. Through him, we very nearly gained the victory that we so deserved.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “The government began testing others who had been exposed to the spice and began to develop equipment and drugs primarily designed for their control. They turned the time shifters against us and tricked the Founder with false visions until they captured and then killed him. They thought that that would stop us, but they didn’t count on the determination of the human spirit and us, the laymen, carried on the fight. We awaited the day when another shifter so strong that they could take on the government would emerge and I believe that that day has come with you, Vanda.”

      Vanda felt a little sick at Neon’s suggestion that he may be able to stop time and open up rips in the space-time continuum.

      “But I can’t do all of that,” he said a little worriedly.

      “That’s why you need to be trained. In a day or two, you will be strong enough to begin your schooling. I believe you already know Zilo. He will take you to the training room and start the process.”

      “Whoa!” Vanda exclaimed. “I don’t think that I am the guy you’re after— there are plenty other shifters besides myself and some of them, I’m sure, are stronger.”

      Neon sighed and then, looking straight into Vanda’s eyes, leaning forwards in his chair, he slowly pronounced, “We’ve been watching you, Vanda Kline, your whole life, waiting for the day when the Founder’s prophecy about you came true.”

      “‘Prophecy’?” Vanda repeated to himself.

      “Yes, Vanda Kline; prophecy. He told us about you even before you were born and he told us not to worry because you would come to us. He couldn’t give us an exact date or time, but he told us that it would be love that would bring you here. That you would follow your heart in this. We watched as you grew up on the lower levels of Neo York, following the life of so many of our kind. We then watched as you went off to the spice mines; all in line with what the Founder had told us. We then watched you become exposed to the spice and then become a stooge for the government. At no point did we worry— the Founder assured us that you would always break free and that they would never actually know what or who you were. You see, we couldn’t approach you too early because the government would guess perhaps who or what you were and then have you destroyed before we could get you off of their drugs and train you to lead humanity out of the darkness that it had plunged itself into.”

      “Oh, come on,” Vanda cried in disbelief. “I’m just an average guy trying to get on with life. I never meant to get poisoned by that shit and I should never have gotten involved at Times Square.”

      “But you did, Vanda— against all your better judgement, you did.”

      Vanda sat back and suddenly the most intense feeling of deja vu hit him. He looked at Neon and he felt that he had known that battle-scarred face for all of eternity.

      For the first time, Vanda felt the words of what Neon had just said bore into him and he was sure that everything was going as it should.

      He realised then that he, Vanda Kline, was the second coming.
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* * *

      Vanda didn’t wait for the two or so days that he was ordered to rest until he was more healthy to pass. As soon as he had left Neon, he went and sought out Zilo. He found the old man in his chamber, entirely submerged within his network suit, his eyes neon blue and his consciousness somewhere within the giant mainframe of computers that dominated Earth. He was probably hacked into some government feed somewhere fighting through its encryption like a lone soldier fights through a horde of assassins.

      Vanda wasn’t sure if he should approach Zilo. But as he stood behind the old man, Zilo suddenly turned to him and, with his eyes still glazed in neon, he said, “Sit down, I won’t be long.”

      Vanda looked around him and again saw nowhere to sit, so he just placed himself on the floor, sitting cross-legged behind Zilo. Soon the old man’s eyes returned to their natural colour and he stood up.

      “Help me out of this thing,” he said to Vanda.

      Vanda stood up, approached Zilo and began helping the old man out of his massive, cumbersome suit of cables. Once he had finished, Zilo started walking out of the room.

      As he reached the door, he turned back to Vanda and said, “Well, aren’t you going to join me?”

      Vanda followed him and the two made their way to a large room that had a ring designed for fighting in the middle of it.

      Once they were inside, Zilo stood in the centre of the ring and Vanda joined him.

      “The first thing that we shall start on," Zilo stated, “will be simple time lapse combat. I want you to slow your mind; much as you did with the meditation that those arses at the government taught you; and I want you to try and feel the time stream.”

      Vanda began to control his breathing and closed his eyes. He felt himself slowly melt and then began to feel the temporal field with an intensity that he had never felt before.

      “Feels different when your body isn’t full of government toxins," Zilo said as if guessing what Vanda was thinking.

      It was true: Vanda could almost feel the temporal field as if it were a brisk breeze flowing around him.

      “By slowing one’s mind,” Zilo began, “you can control your time lapse. Push it forward to two seconds. That should be enough to begin your training.”

      Vanda paused his mind and cleansed it of all thought. He then concentrated on the temporal field, feeling it whirl and flow around him. After some time, he was able to do as the old man had asked him and create a two-second lapse.

      “Are you there?” Zilo asked him.

      He then he reached out his hand and touched Vanda on the arm, holding it there. Vanda felt nothing at first, but within two seconds he became aware of the old man’s touch upon his arm.

      “Okay, I’m there,” he said.

      “Now you are ready for fighting.”

      “What you? But you’re only an old man.”

      “Huh! I’m not so old and feeble as you think, boy. But I won’t be fighting you'" and then turning around and pointing to O who stood at the door, he added, “You’ll be fighting her.”

      O stepped forward into the ring. She was dressed for combat and had a solemn expression on her face. She came and stood opposite him. Vanda smiled at her, but she did not return it.

      “I have to warn you," Vanda said, “that I was once a very accomplished fighter. I even won some competitions in my youth in the colonies. Plus, I have two seconds on you.”

      “We know how good you are at fighting,” Zilo remarked, standing between the two. “I’m sure Neon has informed you of our previous interest in you, but O here is our best fighter and if it weren’t for your two seconds, I would be in fear of your life; competition fighter or no competition fighter.”

      With that, Zilo moved to the side and Vanda saw O jump back and let out a kick. Vanda instantly blocked the kick that came two seconds later, but as he did so, O threw out a small stun grenade while she was still in the air. Vanda threw himself to the side to avoid it, but as he landed on the floor, another shell hit him on his back and he was trapped within its plasma field, its energy pinning him to the floor.

      Zilo began to laugh out loud.

      “It appears that two seconds isn’t enough,” he grinned.

      “She’s got stun grenades,” Vanda cried from within the plasma field that had him held hard on the floor.

      “Yes— and so too do the government shock troopers. You must learn to listen to the temporal field and not to what you see. Feel what her next move is and adjust your own accordingly.”

      O switched off the plasma field and Vanda gingerly got up.

      The two carried on fighting for the next hour, Vanda improving as time went on; feeling his way into the fight. He was hugely impressed by O’s fighting technique. He had studied several fighting techniques himself while out in the colonies; they could be dreadfully dangerous places and you needed to learn to fight hand to hand if you were going to survive. But the way that O fought, he realised that she was combining many different forms of fighting style; intermingling and revolving each with consummate ease. He was glad to have two seconds on her but felt that perhaps he needed more.

      After their fight, Zilo signalled the end of training for the day and the two retired to the showers. When they were inside, O immediately began undressing and Vanda wasn’t sure where to put his eyes. O giggled to herself at the sight of his embarrassment.

      Naked, she sidled up to him and took his hand, leading him into a shower cubicle. The whole time he blushed as she gently undressed him. He was very self-conscious of the state of his emaciated and scarred body. He blushed as he stood there naked next to her, the whole time not taking his eyes off of her face.

      “You know you can look at my body,” she said measuredly.

      He lowered his gaze and saw that she had a beautiful, curvaceous, and athletic body. There were several scars on its surface, but far from deforming it, they gave her beauty something more profound— as if there was a universal truth within it.

      O turned the shower on and began washing Vanda’s body, moving her fingers upon his scars. As she did, she looked up at him and their eyes met. They took each other in their arms and embraced under the flow of the warm water, O’s head nestled on Vanda’s breast. They made love.

      After that, the two began sharing quarters.

      The next days saw Vanda’s training become more and more intense. Zilo took him under his tutelage and taught him how to control the flow of time that existed around him. With his mind, Vanda learnt how to bend it to his will.

      “Time is like a raging torrent,” Zilo informed him as they were meditating one day. “It is everywhere, but most of us cannot feel or see it. But a shifter can; he can learn to see and feel it as if it were physical. Once he can do that, he can control it.”

      Within three days Vanda could stop time with his mind for up to ten seconds. After six days, Zilo moved him on to opening up vortexes. This procedure was very dangerous, because if he opened one up that was too large, he could end up swallowing the whole room, Zilo and himself included.

      Zilo had been very impressed with Vanda’s abilities. In under a week they had moved from time lapse combat, through to temporal control and now he stood to the side as Vanda prepared to fold space. In front of him was a block of granite. Vanda had to concentrate his mind, feel the temporal flow with his hands and then push it into the block; thus, opening up the temporal field and casting the block to the other side of the galaxy.

      “Eventually,” Zilo informed Vanda as the latter prepared to open up a tear in space, “you’ll be able to control where the vortex leads to and will be capable of jumping into it yourself, and travelling across the universe.”

      Vanda stood in front of the block and began controlling his breathing and emptying his mind. He began to feel the stream of time moving around him. He moved his hand forward and felt the temporal field as one would feel the force of water if they were submerged in it.

      However, as Vanda began to move the flow forward, the ground which he stood on began to tremble. He instantly stopped and looked over at Zilo, who had a worried expression on his face.

      “Did I do that?” Vanda asked.

      “No,” the old man cried, “it’s something else.”

      The room began to shudder as if a great earthquake had just hit it.

      O and Neon suddenly burst into the room, armed with photon rifles.

      “It’s the government,” Neon shouted to them. “They’ve found us.”

      The walls of the room began to shake and then crumble. A huge hole appeared at the side of the room and great flashes of light burst out of it. O threw Zilo and Vanda a weapon each and they turned them onto the hole as shock troopers. Battle droids began emerging through it, wave after wave emerging and being struck down by the constant stream of photon energy that shot out of the four’s weapons. The shock troopers spilling out and landing dead on top of each other. Outside of the room, Vanda could hear the rumblings of battles going on throughout the base, screams and explosions ricocheting everywhere.

      Suddenly, O was struck on the shoulder and sent hurtling back. Vanda felt a well of anger rising through his body and he instantly became aware of the temporal field around him. In the midst of his rage, he grabbed ahold of it violently and thrust it forward at the forces piling into the room through the hole. A huge wormhole opened up around the hole and the forces that coming out of it. The vortex flashed like an angry electrical storm around them and then removed a whole circular section of the building; government troops included, folding it up and sending it to oblivion.  The others looked on in amazement at Vanda’s great show of power.

      The opening up of the wormhole gave them a little time to collect themselves. Vanda sprinted over to O who was rubbing her shoulder. He helped her up. It was only a slight flesh wound and he felt an infinite relief at it being nothing life threatening.

      “O,” Neon shouted over to them, “get Vanda out of here.”

      O immediately got up and took Vanda by the arm. She began leading him out of there. Behind them, more shock troopers and droids had entered and Zilo and Neon held them off, showing great skill in doing so. O led Vanda to a metal hatch just outside the room. A beam of green light shot out of it and scanned her body. The hatch then opened.  She entered and Vanda began to follow her in, but as he got to the door, he turned back.

      He saw more and more government forces streaming into the room, overwhelming Neon and Zilo.

      Zilo turned back and, seeing Vanda standing by the opening of the hatch; he cried, “GET OUT OF…”

      But he was cut short. Just then a massive photon beam burst through his chest and split him in two. At that moment, O grabbed ahold of Vanda and dragged him to the hatch. The door shut behind them and they stood inside an escape capsule.

      “We've got to get back to them,” he hollered to O in frustration.

      “They’re dead,” O said, trying her best to sound nonchalant. “But you are alive and that is all that matters.”

      With that, she commanded the capsule’s onboard computer to get them out of there.

      In a second they were hurtling away through the water, watching a series of explosions coming from the base that lay behind them. O sat back and began crying, her head in her hands. Vanda sat down next to her and put his arm around her. She looked up at him and then embraced him in a hug, sobbing on his breast.

      Where were they to go? What now for the Cause? How had the government found them?

      These were some of the questions that echoed within their heads as they drifted off in the capsule towards an uncertain future that even Vanda couldn’t fathom

      

      
        
        Part Three

        

      

      In a dark room somewhere in the heart of one of the many government buildings that litter Earth, O sits strapped to a chair, wires coming out from a chrome cap-shaped device that sits upon her shaven head. Interwoven in her arms are transparent tubes that pass liquids in and out of her body. Her face looks worn and anaemic. Black rings surround her eyes like the outer edges of black holes. Dr Kelvin stands in front of her, holding her chin in his hand, looking into her face. Tears leave her dead eyes and pass down her cheeks. She stares out blankly into a void that only she can see. Kelvin wipes away a tear with his finger and then brings it up to his sight. He studies the tear upon the end of his finger.

      “Where is the shifter that goes by the name of Vanda Kline?” Kelvin asks O, as he holds her face.

      “Fuck you," she spits out at him.

      Kelvin turns to a technician in a white plastic gown with a plastic surgical mask on his face and says, “Give her another dose.”

      “I’m not sure that she can take another, sir," the technician nervously replies, his voice slightly muffled through the mask.

      “Just do it,” Kelvin barks and, turning back to O whose head he still held in his hands, tears falling from her dead eyes. “She knows where he is— if she doesn't tell us then she will die and if I know him, as I believe I do, then he will come to us,” he adds.

      The technician turns to a device with flickering red and green lights mounted on a small trolley that stands at the other end of the wires and tubes. He turns a large dial on the instrument's face, and O’s body immediately convulses in the most terrible spasms. Her face contorts and throws itself out of Kelvin’s grasp. He stands back as her body arches up as if something was pushing her out of the chair from underneath. On a large, greenish monitor behind her are some flickering images of her and Vanda. Kelvin looks at them with curiosity. They were of her and Vanda fighting.

      “This is good,” he says. “You like these memories? Good times, huh? But not what I’m after," and then turning back to the technician, he instructs curtly, “Wipe them.”

      The technician presses a button on the trolley console and the screen scrambles and then becomes blank.

      “Oops,” Kelvin utters. “Looks like that one's gone too— along with all your love-making. If we can’t have him, then neither shall you.”

      Blood begins to trickle out of O’s ears and nose. Kelvin turns back to the technician and nods. The technician switches the dial back to zero. O’s body immediately drops back into the chair and she slumps forward. Kelvin takes ahold of her head once again and lifts it up so that their eyes meet.

      “How about now?” he asks.

      An enormous globule of spit comes bursting out of her mouth and strikes him in the face.

      He turns back to the technician and sneers, “Erase the bloody lot.”

      The technician shrugs and switches the dial on full. Her body instantly convulses, making an awful groaning sound as all its muscles spasm. The monitor again fills with O’s memories; memories of her childhood, of her time in the government military, on the colonies, her redemption through the Cause, her love for Vanda. With each passing memory, the monitor scrambled and they are thrown away forever until O is no more than a shell; her face dead and a line of drool falling from her mouth, her eyes up in the back of her head so that all that is visible are their whites.

      Kelvin nods to the technician and he switches her off. She slumps back and now there is nothing left of her.

      “I knew she wouldn’t talk,” Kelvin remarks casually. “But it was fun anyway.”

      With that, he takes out a pistol from his pocket and fires a plasma bolt through the temple of her head. In the corner, a black entity floats like some phantasmal shadow. It appears to communicate something to Kelvin and the latter turns around.

      

      Vanda woke up, breathing frantically, tears streaming down his face and his body soaked with a sheet of frosty sweat. He turned to his side and was relieved to see O fast asleep next to him. He ran his hand along the side of her cheek, scared that she wasn’t there. She slowly opened her eyes and, on seeing his tear-stained face, she rose out of bed and put her arm around him.

      “Another nightmare?” she softly asked him. “You gonna tell me about this one?”

      “It was nothing— just a nightmare.”

      “You’ve been having them a lot lately; are you sure that it’s not a vision?”

      “No— just a dream that’s all. Let’s just go back to sleep.”

      O kissed Vanda gently on the forehead and then laid back down to sleep, turning over so that her back was facing him. He watched her back as she breathed in and out and let out a sigh.

      They had been on the run now for nearly a month, going from safe house to safe house deep in the Neo York underground, constantly chased, constantly looking over their shoulders, waiting anxiously for the door to be kicked in any moment. His dreams had become more frequent over the last couple of weeks and he had slowly come to fear them as a child fears the darkness. Always the same; her anaemic, emaciated body going through the most terrible pain; her mind being tortured; memories removed; part of her soul being taken forever until she was no more than just a cracked shell, and then death. He had spent the night after night standing by her side in that room, watching her slowly fades to nothing in front of him, unable to do anything.

      And the black entity too; what did it mean? It was as if it knew he was there, watching them. It seemed to sense his presence, but Vanda couldn’t work out what it was. Another shifter? Possibly. But it was always distorted and never took the form of a solid shape; always an anamorphic shadow and no more.

      He felt helpless. All they did was run, but they couldn’t carry on running forever. The dreams of Neon— of the Cause— had become swallowed up by darkness and the future seemed to be a barren field in which everything disappeared. They spent their days locked inside rooms; Vanda meditating, attempting to see into the future, but something always blocking him; holding him off; until all he ever saw was O’s torture and eventual death. It had become an obsession and clouded his abilities. He couldn’t let go of her dead eyes as they stared out into the abyss. They stared out at him too, from every place; even when he looked into her eyes in the present moment, he saw those same dead ones that looked out into that room.

      Vanda and O were currently staying with a friendly family. Every day they would sit in the small habitation with them, the couple and their two children. They would sit on the floor, eating what little the family could provide for them. The two felt a small amount of shame at being such a burden on this very poor family; they barely had enough to feed themselves, let alone two extra adults. But they never complained, never showed a sign that they were being intruded upon.

      The two young children, a girl of ten and a boy of seven, would sit and watch the two strangers as they ate and then ask them all types of questions about the outside world: what it’s like in the colonies, in the upper world and the city. They were so inquisitive and their parents would often scold them for their interrogations, but O and Vanda would smile and say that it was okay. Children down there never got to see anything other than what the telescreens wanted them to see, as well as the overcrowded labyrinthine streets of the lower levels. They were trapped down there, unable to move, unable to breathe.

      Vanda would watch O with the children and smile. She was so good with them, a natural mother, he thought. When he saw her play with the children, his heart would be attacked with the most melancholic pang and more than once he had to hold back a flood of tears.

      They had been with the family for nearly two weeks at this point. Ever since they had had to escape their last hideout when the government had swept down on them one night. Vanda had felt something within the temporal field that night which had disturbed him and they were able to flee just in time. They had come across the family by mistake and, without asking any questions, had been invited into their small dwelling that sat within one of the lowest slums of the lower city. It put this little household in terrible peril; taking in fugitives was a capital offence and punished by death; but often when one is cast into darkness, it is the most insignificant that show a person the light.

      The mother and father were secret Christians and had raised their children on tales of selfless altruism. They almost seemed grateful for the chance to prove their faith and were often dutiful to the pair to the point of obsequiousness.

      The children would watch Vanda meditate with looks of curiosity written all over their little faces, wondering what the strange man with the pure white hair was doing. He felt those children in those moments and remembered his vision of the great social purge that was coming; recalling the joyful children of the upper world rejoicing with their parents at the deaths of so many children like these. He wondered if those children up there shared the same wonderful spirit that seemed to inhabit these youngsters who sat silently watching him. He asked himself what heart could call for their murder and the murder of billions like them.

      Vanda and O were cut off from everything and had little information on what was going on with both the Cause and the government itself. The father of the family would return and give them what little news he could garner from the telescreens that littered the streets and the gossip that littered the local mouths. But it was always only official information relayed by the government and nothing more. They were celebrating the deaths of the evil terrorist leader Neon Kahn and his general Zilo Max and claimed that soon they would crush the last remnants of the Cause that had scattered into the dust like cockroaches fleeing from the light.

      Vanda and O had no other choice but to stay still. Vanda spent the days in meditation attempting to enter the temporal field so that he could ascertain what lay ahead for them. But the image of O’s dead eyes kept floating back to him and the terrible spectre that stood in the corner. O would constantly ask him what he saw and he was always ashamed to say that he saw nothing. At this point, her face would give away her anxiety and she would begin to chew one corner of her lips.

      This went on until one day when the father of the family brought a small boy of around ten into the dwelling. He was shaven-headed and his eyes appeared too big for his face. Another thing that struck them as strange in his appearance was that his expression seemed too solemn for a child as if it belonged to an old man and not a boy. They first thought that it must be one of the kids’ playmates; even though they had been assured that the children would speak to no one about them and bring nobody home. But the boy wasn’t there to see the children; he was there to see Vanda and O.

      He immediately walked up to the pair and said, “I’m glad that you both survived. You did well; sadly not so many were as lucky and now we scramble about in the darkness like miserable creatures cast adrift. But we have survived in the darkness before and so we shall again.”

      O’s eyes opened wide and she exclaimed, “Zilo?!”

      “Yes, my child, it is I,” the boy replied.

      “How?” Vanda asked incredulously.

      “Sit down and I will tell all,” Zilo said, entreating them to be seated.

      They did as they were told, and so began Zilo’s tale.
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* * *

      For the past year, the old man had been spending every spare moment that he had rigged up to his network suit. He was attempting to map his consciousness with it and to create a programme by which he could transport it into another being; therefore making himself somewhat immortal. Well, he wasn’t quite immortal, for he had been killed in that room for real. The Zilo of before was dead, his soul floating out there with all the others in the vast void between worlds, waiting for time to go through its cycle again and then to be returned to his vessel. But by recording his consciousness, which by the way was no easy feat, he could allow everything that he had learnt and witnessed to live forever. He had turned himself into a computer programme that would record and carry on; a constant fight against the government. He had meant to get Neon’s consciousness too, as well as many other crucial Cause members, but, alas, death respects no one and waits for nothing. When the government had raided the base, they had destroyed everything, including Zilo’s equipment. But one of the members had sent a signal out just as the walls came crashing down. This message reached somewhere deep under the city where a young boy who had been born without a mind would receive his consciousness and carry on the fight.

      The boy had been one of the many victims of some of the genetic diseases that came back from the colonies with the poor workers; entering their houses with them and infecting their whole families; changing their genetics, so that even those not born yet would perish. The Cause had at one time uncovered the fact that the government not only knew about the terrible afflictions that came back from the colonies and entered the sprawling shanty towns, but allowed them to flourish so that they could monitor their progress on live specimens. They had in fact created cures and vaccinations for them long before but wished to see what the diseases would do to a population. They let them flourish, were they killed and maimed millions, if not billions, of the poor.

      The boy had been a perfect avatar. Downloading Zilo’s consciousness into him had taken several weeks to complete and then after that he had immediately gone about searching for Vanda and O; safe in the knowledge that the government would not be looking for a young boy. It had taken him a week to discover them at their little retreat and it wasn’t easy. The family had no forms of electronic equipment and was completely off the grid. He had hacked into a government network and found out about their last refuge and its subsequent raid. He decided that they couldn’t have gone far in the vicinity and had guessed right when he decided that they must be in the poorest district. He had hung out there for three days— no one suspecting a young boy, as many in the district would play in the streets— searching for any news or rumour. Then he had discovered two children playing who let slip about a white-haired man and his green-eyed, beautiful wife. They had then refused to answer his following questions and became very sheepish. He realised then that they were hiding the two fugitives. He had followed them to the family’s dwelling and produced himself to the father.

      At first, the father had been a little dubious of the boy who spoke like an adult and had refused to answer any of his questions. But Zilo had a way with words, and a way with people in general, that put them at ease. The father had eventually consented to take Zilo to them.

      “How has your meditation been going?” Zilo asked Vanda when the three were alone.

      “Not well. Something’s blocking me.”

      “Is it a recurring vision that haunts you which is stopping you? Or something else?”

      Zilo had instantly seen inside Vanda.

      “It is both a haunting vision,” Vanda slowly said, “and some entity too. Something I haven’t seen before, but it appears to feel me.”

      “Mmm,” Zilo mused, his face taking on the kind of bemused expression that you would never expect to see on a ten-year-old boy, “it must be another shifter— something strong too if it can present itself in your visions”. Then his eyes brightened up, and he announced, “But first, we must complete your training. The government has rallied itself and are putting all its efforts into catching you. It is not safe anywhere; even here. But we must continue.”

      Over the next days, Zilo and Vanda spent them together, while O sat with the family. She seemed to enjoy very much being a part of their little clan and would often help them with their daily household duties. In private, Vanda told Zilo about his reoccurring vision of O’s death. Zilo told him to hold it off: “It could be an implant, a false image, from one of the government’s own shifters,” he said, “Possibly the very same entity that you saw. They could be using your love for her against you.”

      With Zilo’s help, Vanda was able to push it away for the time being and began to feel the flow of time once more. Zilo taught Vanda the next phase of his training: physical representation within his visions so that he could change aspects of them. Zilo told him that time and matter were deeply bound together and through manipulation of time, one can manipulate the physical as well.

      “I think that I’ve done it before,” Vanda told Zilo. “When I was sick, I had a vision that I once stood next to O in front of a mirror. I willed myself to reach out and touch her, and I did.”

      “That is exactly it, Vanda,” Zilo stated to him. “Try to feel it again; that pressure that builds up in you— use your love for her to will your movement and in the visions in which you are not present, you must use it to become a physical force.  He added: "This is not like physical movement; it is more ethereal, and it is accomplished through you mind and your manipulation of the temporal field.”

      Firstly, Zilo got Vanda to enter a vision in which Vanda himself was physically present. Vanda then had to will his body to move. “Concentrate on the energy flow of your physical form,” Zilo urged him, “and not its material form; forget the corporeal and enter the ethereal.” Vanda began to feel the force of his being and was able to move his arms and then control where he walked. He was able to move about until he was running; running through the city, onwards across the cityscape planes, through crowds of people in some future realm, people watching the strange running man as he passed them on the street. He flew down the streets and boulevards, feeling no restriction from bodily needs. He felt no fatigue, either in himself or his body and he ran forever. He felt as a child does when he runs with his friends, unrestricted. Suddenly he noticed ahead of him a group of shock troopers, evidently waiting for the purpose of tackling him. But he wasn’t afraid of them; his body was a boundless coil of energy ready to spring at any obstacle that threatened to stand in its way. As he came upon them, they opened fire; but he felt the flow of their energy beams before even the troopers knew where they were going and, thus, avoided them with ease; dodging right and left. He got right up to them and stuck out his palm, opening up a vortex that sucked them all into its sphere. Then, without making a conscious effort, he jumped into the air and found himself spiraling up towards the atmosphere, government droids following him as he manipulated the temporal field to fly. He twisted and turned, racing ever faster through the air, until he no longer saw the droids behind him. He felt so free as he moved through the sky and burst in and out of the clouds. In his visions, he learnt that he could control and manipulate anything that he wanted.

      Zilo then got Vanda to enter into a simple vision of the city; one where he wasn’t present, but only a viewer. Vanda found himself floating amongst the throng of people that littered the upper platforms of Neo York. With all his energy and thought he attempted to will himself to move objects using the temporal field. He found it tough at first, but with practice, he was able to manipulate the physical structures around him. Within a day or two, he was tearing whole buildings from their foundations and tossing them across the sky. “The unknown future is like a dream,” Zilo informed him, “It is only in the present that we can make an actual change. In the future one is no more than playing with one of the endless possibilities of the temporal realm. By moving things, you can learn of what lies beneath. I want you to rip up the city and search for something.”

      "But won’t I kill the people there?”

      “Not in the present you won’t; so, therefore, they won’t be harmed in the real. I want you to find their camp that lies somewhere within the planes of this coast. I want you to find all their camps. I want you to tear through their world and discover all their misanthropies, Vanda. Through the future planes that you will decimate, we will break their grasp upon the soul of man in the present and free it like a bird to climb into the stratosphere of self-liberation.”

      Vanda did as he was asked and travelled through Earth tearing up whole cities. His heart was tormented, though, by the faces of all the people that perished at his actions; being thrown about and having whole cities smashed around them. But Zilo kept reminding him that it was necessary and that those people would be saved as a result of his actions and not die, as he was seeing. “But their screams; their broken bodies; they haunt me, Zilo. Do they feel pain?” “Only in your visions; but it is a pain that they will never feel; pain that you are saving them from by unearthing everything that the government has built to hide its horrors.”

      O would sit with him at night and listen to his explanations of the horrors that he had committed in his visions. She soothed him with both her words and with the warmth of her caring soul that he had become more and more aware of as time went on; their lives forged together so that their destinies entwined.

      “Let me tell you of my time with the military,” she said one night as they sat together. “I’ve never told anyone this. Out in the colonies, people tend to feel a freedom that they seldom enjoyed back here on Earth. Far away from the statues and monuments that glorify the government and the constant telescreen updates that feed them lies, they feel able to flex their own souls more and begin to deviate from their instructions. Open rebellion is much more frequent out there and often colonists will go off and create their communities away from the official ones. Uprisings are almost constant and the government has to constantly crackdown upon them. Most of the time they just hit them with air strikes and wipe their communities from the face of the planet. But sometimes these communities are too close to mining facilities or other government resources, so a more personalised approach is needed. That’s when they send in ground units. I was often one of these units. My training taught me to conform; to rid myself of emotional bonds with my fellow humans; to live for the greater good of the government like an ant does for its queen. They gave us medication— just as they did to you— that would suppress our emotions. But I still got the most terrible nightmares…” At this point she stalled, and a single tear floated down her cheek, “…I would see the faces of children the moment before the light left them forever. I would see their communities and feel within those simple homes a warmth that had become lost within my community. The world that I lived in then had become stale and dead; no longer alive but mutated beyond life into something synthetic…” Again the tears began to choke her words, “I did questionable things then, Vanda; things that still shame my very soul. I killed hundreds of men, woman and children; I tortured them; brought them to camps knowing full well that they would be experimented upon; I laid siege to whole villages; piling up bodies, covering them with corrosive liquids or burning them to ashes. There’s not a day that goes by that I don’t remember each and every one of my victims’ faces, staring out at me from the wilderness. I now fight for those faces with everything that I have. Remember the faces of the people from your visions, Vanda; remember them and fight for them; fight for every one of them.”

      Eventually after several days of meditation under the tutelage of Zilo, Vanda found a camp deep within the restricted zone; a place that used to be called Rhode Island, but was destroyed when a photon reactor blew up there fifty years ago and made the place uninhabitable. Deep below the surface of rubble that made up the place, he found an underground camp where people were kept in cages like livestock awaiting the killing instruments of the abattoir. He travelled through its rooms and witnessed the shocking experiments that were performed on live humans by men in white plastic coats. He saw Dr Kelvin in one room removing pieces of a woman’s brain as she sat watching films on a telescreen in front of her, fully conscious, but seemingly unaware of the horrors that were done to her. With each piece that the doctor took, her eyes went even blanker.

      Vanda came out of his meditation and looked at Zilo, who sat opposite him.

      “I found it,” he pronounced to Zilo.

      “Good. Do you think that you can find the others?”

      “Yes.”

      Over the next days, Vanda tore apart the human world and found several more of the government’s death camps. However, it was in one such vision that he came into contact with the entity again and this time, it threatened to destroy him.

      He was flying through the air when he suddenly saw what looked like a giant shadow floating up ahead of him. Curious, Vanda flew towards it, but on reaching it, it struck out what looked like a giant claw made of black smoke. It grabbed ahold of him and began to squeeze his body in its grasp.  He felt the shadow attempt to enter him; to snuff out the light within him. He began to struggle. But as he did, it clamped down on him even harder. Vanda let out a scream and came out of his meditation.

      He suddenly realised that he had ahold of Zilo by the throat and that O was trying to pull him off of the boy. Vanda instantly let go of him and Zilo fell to the floor, gasping for air.

      “What happened?” he asked, terrified.

      “You attacked Zilo,” O said, looking at him with fear in her beautiful green eyes.

      “I’m sorry. The entity was in there with me. It took hold of me.”

      “Another shifter,” Zilo coughed as he regained his breath. “It was able to take control of you through your vision.”

      “How can something do that?” O asked.

      “It must be incredibly powerful,” Zilo stated, a worried expression creasing the young boy’s brow. “I was unaware that the government had something so powerful. They must have set it up to trace you and now it’s finally found you. You are lucky Vanda. We must stay away from meditation until I have had time to figure out exactly what it was. It could permanently infest your body and turn you against us. We know where the first camps are and we’ll start with those.”

      “Do you think that was how they found the base in the first place?” O asked Zilo.

      “Yes,” the boy replied, “I was hoping that they had found us out by coincidence; but the more I thought about it, the more I began to wonder if it wasn’t another shifter feeling Vanda out and therefore locating his position at the base. Now that this has happened, I am sure of it.”

      Vanda felt a level of shame at having been responsible for the location of the Cause’s secret base being found out, but Zilo reassured him that what had happened had happened for a reason.

      The next day, the three of them began making plans to contact the other surviving Cause members to assemble a team that could infiltrate the camp and free those held captive, as well as destroying it. Zilo then informed Vanda and O that he believed this was where the government held their most powerful shifters. If they could get into the camp, free those within it and destroy the shifters, then they would make a huge stride towards defeating the powers that be and restoring balance to humanity.
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* * *

      Zilo spent the next day within a network suit. With the help of the family, they had been able to assemble some equipment for the purpose. Zilo surfed the networks and began contacting the waifs and strays of the scattered Cause forces. However, no sooner had he started than the father of the family came bursting in and informed them all that the government forces had come down to the lower level and were sweeping the district in search of them. They were close.

      “I had feared this,” Zilo announced. “I suspected that the entity that Vanda had come into contact with within his vision would be able to locate his position.”

      The three instantly took what they could, thanked the family and left through a side door that led to the back of the dwelling that the father showed them. Outside they heard the government forces laying siege to the district. O suddenly stopped and grabbed Vanda by the arm.

      “We can’t just leave them,” she said, a look of deep anguish on her pretty face.

      “We have to,” Zilo asserted. “If not then billions of families like them will suffer; not just one.”

      With a heavy heart, O consented and the three carried on. But as they emerged into an alleyway they found their route cut off by shock troopers and sentry droids. They were spotted immediately.

      “RUN!,” Vanda shouted at the other two.

      They did as he said and then he stuck out the palm of his hand and opened up a vortex around the government forces. Instantly the sphere of a wormhole consumed them. He looked up and saw that the air was filled with floating battle droids; they were surrounded. He ran after O and Zilo and found them boxed into a recess of the alley that they had run into, coming under heavy fire from the surrounding troopers and droids. They were firing back, but things seemed desperate for them.

      Vanda looked around and realised they were trapped. He closed his eyes, focused his mind and stopped time; a volley of photon plasma heading straight for O and Zilo stopped in midair, inches from hitting them. Next, he opened up a vortex in the opposite wall and tore a hole in the building as a makeshift escape tunnel. He grabbed ahold of O and Zilo and carried them into the hole. Time began again and they looked about themselves in amazement, wondering how they had gotten there. But they soon realised what had happened and the three ran off into the ruins of the building.

      At each wall that they came upon, Vanda opened up another vortex and swallowed a whole section of the building within it, tunneling through it as he did so. Government forces flooded in after them. Suddenly, the ground began to shake and the building started to disintegrate around them, its debris floating up through the air. The government had let off a massive anti-gravitational bomb. The three of them immediately began floating up, Zilo spinning off out of view.

      As Vanda floated up amongst the broken pieces of the building, he saw O next to him. He reached out to her, and she, in turn, stretched out her hand. Their fingers touched fleetingly, but, as Vanda made a grab for her hand, a block of debris hit him and sent him spiraling away from her. He watched as she floated upwards, away from him. He focused his mind and stopped time once again. He only had around ten seconds to grab her. He hopped from one piece of debris to another until he reached her. He grabbed hold of her body and leapt out of the gravitational field.

      Just as they emerged out of it, time started up once more and the debris began floating up into the stratosphere again. But they were free from its pull.

      They began to fall, holding hands, and they controlled their descent, moving through the air as a couple of skydivers. They spotted a transport and fell directly on top of it. They held on as it passed through the airway, but no sooner were they on their way when a large combat destroyer, swinging into view, spotted them. They stood up and, seeing the other traffic ahead of them, and they began jumping from one vehicle to the next, attempting to outrun the government through the traffic. The government forces in their battle cruisers started to fire on the traffic, decimating vehicle after vehicle; explosions going off behind the pair as they hopped from vehicle to vehicle.

      The force of an explosion suddenly knocked O off her feet, and she fell off of the side of the vehicles that she stood on. She began to plummet to the ground, and Vanda dived down after her. But then he noticed a government vessel grab her while she was airborne with an enormous extendable claw that came out of the bottom of it. The claw grasped her, plucking her out of the air and closing around her. It drew her into it and then with a burst of acceleration, the vessel disappeared, and Vanda was left to fall. As he did, another claw came hurtling towards him, but he opened up a vortex around it in midair and swallowed it up. He then landed on another vehicle and watched in the distance as the transport carried off his love. He drew his breath in deeply, sensing that his nightmares were, perhaps, coming true.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Vanda managed to escape the government forces by stopping time and heading unseen down one of the cities services hatches into the sewers. However, he had lost O and wasn’t sure if Zilo had survived either. He was all-alone now; lost, heartbroken and wandering through the sprawling underground tunnels like a ghost. He found a small enclave within the sewers where he could rest. He immediately sat in the lotus position and began to meditate to search for O and Zilo amongst the wilderness of the future.

      He had some idea of where they would take her: the Rhode Island camp. His consciousness traveled to that dark place and sprawled through the corridors and rooms, witnessing the countless scores of innocents who were being experimented on and kept in cages like cattle. He tore through that building removing whole sections of it, frantically searching for his lost love. But as he got deep into it, the black entity appeared once again. Frightened, Vanda fled from the dark spectre. It sent out a black smoke-like tentacle at him and grabbed ahold of him.

      Vanda immediately threw himself out of his vision, landing with a bump on his side with the violence of his escape. He lay on the ground for some time, weeping pitifully for his failure to find her. He was sure that she was there, but the entity was there too, in his vision; always blocking him, guarding the place, holding him off, threatening to take control of him, to squeeze the very air out of him and snuff out the light forever. It wanted to consume him and break his very mind into a thousand fragments.

      It was clearly guarding something there, and Vanda was sure that it had to be O. He decided to search for something perhaps safer: Zilo. He once again threw himself into meditation and searched out the young boy who used to be an old man. Before long he found him, somewhere deep in the city, another hideout. He was rigged up to a network suit, and he was contacting Cause members, organising something big. Vanda realised that he, himself, were present too; he was standing next to the old man. He willed the body to move and put his hand upon Zilo’s shoulder.

      “Where are we?” he asked Zilo.

      “Ah! I’ve been waiting for you,” Zilo said, looking up at Vanda, his eyes coated neon blue. “I guess, you’re still in that sewer. Well, we are currently at…”

      Zilo rattled off to Vanda some coordinates for his location and told him to hurry up, as they didn’t have much time. Vanda immediately raced off to find Zilo.

      It wasn’t long before he found him, deep in the city at some tech shop that sat within a sprawling length of similar tech shops that litter the sprawls of the lower cities, where people go to get unofficial work done on their computer systems.

      Before reaching the room which Zilo inhabited, he had to walk through a large room full of rows of unconscious bodies lying on beds with VR helmets on their heads and drip lines feeding them intravenously. It was a neuro-dream room, a kind of new age opium den, where people go to live out their fantasies, plugged into virtual worlds tailor-made for them. Ever dreamed of telling your boss off? Or getting with the girl from high school that you drooled over for years, but who looked at you like you were a freak? Well, this is where you go.

      Many of its clientele spend their days performing monotonous tasks in some droid factory— another grey creature amongst the endless, faceless masses— and then come here at the end of their working day to live out what has become more of a reality to them than their natural life ever was. It is only here that they feel totally at home and alive; within their fantasies.

      As Vanda walked through the lines of bodies, all of them sporting smiles on their faces, he noticed a scruffy-looking man with unkempt hair, a scraggly beard and a pair of thick glasses that made his eyes appear humungous behind them. He was pottering about, taking readings off of each of the bodies. The man looked up at Vanda with a surprised look upon his face.

      “How did you get in here?” he asked Vanda.

      “I put the code in on the door,” Vanda replied, still striding determinately forward towards the back room that held Zilo, the scruffy man sauntering after him.

      “How did you know the code?” he asked, curiosity written on his physiognomy.

      “I watched you put it in.”

      “You’ve been watching me?”

      “Only in the future.”

      “What?” the man said, his face contorting into a bemused expression and making him stop in his step. “You’re a shifter?”

      “Yes— I’m here to see Zilo.”

      The scruffy man raised his eyebrows and then began jogging up to Vanda once more.

      When he had reached him, he said, “Then you are Vanda Kline— the one he told me about.”

      “Yes.”

      The man instantly stuck out his hand. Vanda took it and the man held it firmly.

      “It is an honour,” he said. “My name is Tuk.”

      Tuk then took Vanda to see Zilo. The boy was sitting in a network suit.

      Without turning around, Zilo said, “Vanda, I’m glad you made it. Where is O?”

      “They’ve got her,” Vanda pronounced solemnly.

      Zilo let out a sigh.

      “Have you searched for her?” he asked.

      “Yes— but the entity stopped me.”

      “Then we don’t have much time.”

      “How did you escape?”

      Zilo then explained that he had just about managed to escape the effects of the gravitational pull by holding onto a piece of the building. He had then wandered out of the rubble. On emerging, the government had let him go, thinking him no more than an innocent child caught up in the battle. He had then immediately come to Tuk, an old friend of his. He was currently attempting to assemble a team for the purpose of infiltrating the camp and destroying it.

      That evening, six men and three women arrived. They were all seasoned fighters for the Cause and ready to die for it. Tuk then linked Vanda into one of his VR helmets to search his mind for his visions of the camp. From the information held inside his head, they were able to plot a plan for its destruction. The plan was that Vanda would meditate and get there some minutes before them and begin freeing all the captives. That way the government forces would be busy with them while the others arrived.

      They loaded equipment into a large transport. In the back of it, Vanda sat meditating as they set off to the camp. He sent himself ahead by ten minutes within his mind and arrived as an entity at the base. He began to travel through the camp, tearing off the doors that held the people. They began sprawling out and attacking their captors, many dying in the process. Eventually, they overwhelmed the troops, taking their weapons and then turning them on the forces. The camp quickly disintegrated into chaos, people everywhere fighting and smashing their way through the camp. Vanda opened up vortexes everywhere to pull in the troops and pave the way for the freed prisoners to overrun the camp.

      But then Vanda was presented with his old foe: the entity. It began opening up vortexes of its own and sucking in the freed people. Vanda opened up a vortex at the entity, sucking it into it. But that wasn’t enough; it reemerged again somewhere else and once again Vanda had to fight it off so that it didn’t kill the freed people.

      When the others finally arrived at the camp, deep underground, they found it to be in chaos, firefights everywhere and whole sections of the building destroyed. Zilo awoke Vanda.

      “We’re here,” he stated as Vanda slowly opened his eyes. “Are you ready?”

      “Ready as I’ll ever be— but the entity is here too.”

      They all burst out of the transport, shooting troops and droids with photon bolts as they did so and sprinted into the base. They began setting photon charges and placing them upon the walls, in readiness to destroy the place.

      “Vanda, find O,” Zilo shouted.

      Vanda set off into the labyrinthian base, setting his lapse to five seconds, ducking and weaving through the enemy fire and pulling the troops and droids into vortexes. As he was moving through the base, smashing through walls with his vortexes, he began to get deeper and deeper into the camp and made it to the underground laboratories that he had seen earlier in his visions. He emerged into a large open space full of bodies lying on beds, wires and cables sticking out of them, some of them completely mutilated so that they no longer resembled human beings anymore. His heart sank as he looked around him, surrounded by the tortured and twisted remnants of the government’s evil. The spectacle seemed so pointless, and Vanda failed to see the science of it all; only seeing horror. Above his head, he heard the rumble of the battle that was going on. The government had evidently ordered more forces to the camp.

      Remembering why he was there, he set off again down a long corridor. He felt O. He felt her in his very soul; felt her pain increasingly as he got closer to her; he was homing in on her; feeling her light slowly becoming diminished. His heart was beating faster and faster.

      As he was passing a room he suddenly felt something; he felt the entity. He ripped the doors open with a vortex and entered. All around were monitors on the walls and masses of equipment. Wires and cables led out of it all to the centre of the room. And there in the centre, he saw something truly awful; something that made him momentarily despair.

      In the middle of the room was the most wretched creature strapped in a chair. His grey face looked eternally sad, and a stream of tears fell from his dead black eyes, like the flow of some never ending stream. Wires and cables came out of him everywhere, and tubes fed liquids into his body. A large clump of wires sat out of the back of his head, and his pulsating brain tissue showed through a large cavity. Wires had been soldered into his central nervous system, and the man - if you could still call it that - looked like a corpse. But it breathed. Vanda watched as against all the odds its rib cage slowly pulsated in and out. He just stood watching it.

      Just then, Zilo came swinging around the corner.

      “Have you found h…,” he called out to Vanda, but his words were cut short when he saw the creature in the chair.

      Zilo placed his hand over his mouth and came slowly forward. He dropped his weapon, clearly in the most dreadful shock.

      “No, no,” he repeated to himself, tears appearing in his eyes. “The bastards. The terrible, terrible bastards.”

      He walked up to the creature and placed his hand on its cheek, staring sadly into its black eyes.

      “What is it?” Vanda asked him.

      Zilo looked up at him, tears flowing down his cheeks, and solemnly said, “It’s him— it’s the Founder. He’s the entity; the Founder. They didn’t kill him, but turned him into this.”

      The most appalling look of hatred now took control of Zilo’s features, his face screwing up into pure loathing.

      “Kill it,” he commanded Vanda. “KILL IT!”

      Zilo stood back from the Founder and Vanda opened up and vortex, folding the pitiful creature up into it.

      Suddenly, they heard a gunshot from somewhere near. Vanda instantly sprang out of the room and began running down the corridor towards a door that sat at the end. He pushed his palm out and smashed through it.

      Inside was Kelvin holding a pistol and a technician by a trolley of dials. In the centre of them was O, strapped to a chair, slumped forward, blood dripping from a wound in her forehead. Kelvin instantly turned his pistol on Vanda as the latter entered, but Vanda opened up a small vortex just big enough to swallow the gun and Kelvin's forearm, but no more. Vanda turned to the technician and opened up a vortex for him, pulling the shrieking man straight into it. Kelvin fell to the floor grabbing the stub of his arm, screaming with blood pouring out of the wound. Vanda ran up to O and lifted her head in his hand. She was dead. He took her in his arms and held her dead body to his breast, crying desperately as he did.

      “No, no,” he kept repeating through his tears.

      He then turned to Kelvin, who was holding his wounded stub of an arm and attempting to crawl out of the room. Vanda shot another small vortex at him, swallowing up both his legs below the knee, the doctor hitting the floor at once. Again the doctor screamed out.

      Vanda held on tight to O and began to feel an energy within him grow and develop until it started to consume him. All his pain and suffering overwhelmed him and surrounded him like the temporal field, merging with it and sending it into ever increasing spirals that threatened to tear everything apart. Every muscle in his body ached with the most wretched, melancholy pain. His love had been ripped from him; his very soul torn in half and scattered to the wind like ashes. He held her face in his hands and pressed his forehead up to her’s; his sobs convulsed and rippled through his body. He wept so hard then that he was unaware that the room around him had begun to disintegrate and flow around him like a tornado. He held on to O’s body as they were lifted up into the air, through the camp and up into the stratosphere.

      Zilo watched from the ground with the others as the two floated off through the building, ripping a hole in the camp as they floated upwards and out into the open, towards the stars that glittered in the night’s sky. He had never seen anything like it; Vanda was controlling matter in the present, not just in his vision. He watched as the two disappeared upwards.

      He turned to the others and signalled for them to leave the base; the government forces destroyed. They escaped out of there and blew the whole place to the heavens. Zilo watched the sky as they raced out of there in a stolen government transport, wondering if he would be able to see the lovers flying up into space.

      As Vanda carried O’s body up to the edge of the stratosphere, he opened up an orb around them, trapping oxygen inside and creating a vessel that would contain them. Inside the glowing blue orb, he held her body, and they floated out of Earth’s atmosphere. Once they had reached space, he opened up a vortex that led to the other side of the universe, to the outer rim. They were pulled into the wormhole and traveled through a tunnel of colourful, speedily rotating stars. He held onto her limp body as they sped further and further into the unknown reaches of space.

      They emerged on the other side, and Vanda looked around him. Everywhere it was velvet black, and a soothing silence surrounded them. He frantically searched the area around them but found nothing out there in the wilderness of velvet space. He bellowed into the dark abyss, crying out at it, imploring for something to show itself. But nothing did. He looked down at the limp body that he held in his hands, within the orb, and sobbed so loudly that he made a noise that no one would ever think a human was capable of making. It sounded like something was shredded within him, and he howled like a melancholic wolf would if he looked up at the sky and realised that the moon was no longer there.

      Just as he had lost all hope, something began to rumble besides him. A beam of light struck out from a tear within space and Vanda had to shield his face from its blinding glory. It was here. Vanda immediately pushed the orb towards it.

      When he reached it, he held O out to it; presenting it to the light. The light began to flash and change color. Vanda moved into it, the light burning his eyes as he did so, until he was within the very structure of the light, consumed by its pure incandescence.

      The light began to expand around him, and O’s body started to float out of his arms, breaking through the orb. Everything went completely white forVanda then, but as he reached out into the white, but couldn’t find O. He screamed out in the wilderness, but heard nothing back. The light intensified to such a pitch that Vanda lost consciousness.
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* * *

      Vanda awoke on a bed. Lying next to him with her emerald eyes open and staring straight into his face was O. Vanda instantly took hold of her firmly in his arms, hoping that she wasn’t a mirage, and began to weep tears of the purest joy.

      “I thought I’d lost you forever,” he wept.

      “I didn’t know where I was,” she said timidly. “Everywhere was white and I was floating; lost. But a voice kept telling me in a strange, but somehow familiar language that I was okay and that I would soon be back with you. I think it was God.”

      “Where are we now?” Vanda asked.

      “I’m not sure; I only just awoke, at the very second that you did.”

      They both got up. They were in a strange room decorated like the old European palaces of the Baroque period; large windows, repetitions of simple patterns carved into the plaster work, Louise XV furniture, chairs with spindly little legs like those of a terrier dog. Outside was a sprawling meadow of the most beautiful green, rolling hills bordered by forests of massively tall trees that seemed to be as big as skyscrapers. From outside, they heard the chatter of birds and the giggles of children come echoing into the room.

      Suddenly, the young boy of Zilo appeared at the open doorway.

      “You’re back!” he said, his words tinted with the utmost joy.

      He ran towards them and jumped onto the bed, embracing the pair as he landed.

      “Where are we?” O asked the boy.

      “I’m not sure,” Zilo said. “But where ever it is, it’s heavenly. We haven’t got any technological equipment yet, so we’re a little lost as far as finding out our position. I certainly don’t recognise the place from anything I’ve ever seen before. But it scattered with theses beautiful little houses everywhere.”

      “Who is ‘we’?” Vanda mused.

      “Yes— we,” Zilo inferred. “After you had disappeared, a great beam of light struck Earth and removed everyone from the lower levels of Earth’s cities— we at first thought that the government had initiated the purge. But soon we realised that it was something more than that; something had brought us to here. It’s the most beautiful place, and it’s huge too. You should check out the architecture, and it’s already full of farming equipment and anything that we could ever need. It’s perfect for us.”

      The three then left the house and walked outside amongst the beautiful new world that they had been cast into. Everywhere, people joyously walked with their children, huge smiles on their faces. All of a sudden, two children came bounding up to them and took ahold of O around her waist. It was the children from the family. O lifted the small boy up into her arms, the little girl holding onto the hand of Vanda, and they all walked through the picturesque beauty of their new world.

      They looked towards the horizon and noticed the dual suns that burned in the sky. Something— God or otherwise— had saved them all. It had heard their cries in the darkness and removed them all from their inevitable nightmare. When Vanda and O had entered it, their love had merged with it, and it had taken on their struggles. Their love so impressed itself upon the light that it felt compelled to grant them and their kind salvation from the tyranny of evil men.

      Call it what you want, but many came to call it the Rapture. Those that had spent their lives struggling under the despotism of the oppressive and vindictive government were removed, as well as those that suffered amongst the colonies. Everyone else was left behind to reap what they had sowed.

      As time went on, Vanda and O started a family of their own and lived out a humble existence in the new colony. They had much to do, though, as the land needed leadership. They taught the new generations of the perils of the world that they had left behind, Earth, and of how its immorality had mutated it into something horrific. They taught them a set of morals that spoke of complete equality. No man would ever be allowed to be superior to another. Even though Vanda and O worked in the new government, they were treated just as all would if they toiled in the field or collected the refuse and in this spirit, they created a utopia built and made for all.

      Sometimes at night, they would tell their children of the stories of their past. The children would look at them with disbelief at their tales of photon canons and sentry droids. Of course, they kept the worst of the details away from them; there was no point filling their heads with the evils of this other time. In fact, as time went on, neither Vanda nor O could scarcely believe the world that they had once lived in, especially when they looked upon the joyful faces of their brood.

      They would grow old together in this kingdom; their souls were inseparably fused together for all eternity; traveling through each new dimension as one symbiotic being; living the glory of this life over and over again, throughout all time, their love never waning; the light of their combined soul never going out.

      Vanda didn’t need his visions any longer; he was living in one.

      

      
        THE END
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