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To
my sisters and friends, Debbie and Brenda. This really was a family affair.


 


And
to all the women out there who feel trapped in a relationship. I hope you find
the courage to somehow be free.


 


In order to keep this book as real as
possible, I worked with a woman who had been in an abusive relationship. Thankfully
she is now happily married to a great man. The abuse happened years ago but the
scars are still there. She let me take a peek into her memories so I could
create a character as realistic as possible. I couldn’t have done it without
her. And to this woman-this is also for you.
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This book is a work of fiction and any
resemblance to persons, living or dead, or places, events or locales is purely
coincidental. The characters are productions of the author’s imagination and
used fictitiously.
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book is for adults eighteen and over.
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[bookmark: _Toc344035507]Preface


 


On the edge of consciousness, I gazed into the deep brown eyes that
stared into mine. They were full of hate and disgust as the man attached to
them drained the life from my body.


He said he loved me, but continually treated me with violence and
ridicule.


He said he wanted to marry me, except to him, I was a possession.


He said he wanted to be together forever, but my life, my essence,
my soul, was slipping away at the hands of the man who loves me.
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Lunch


 


“Shit, I’m
late,” I muttered.


The silence of
my empty apartment was the only answer. The clock hanging above my
mahogany-framed mirrored dresser read ten forty-five. The second hand ticked by
at what seemed to be an unnatural speed, mocking me. The meeting at my
publisher’s office was in fifteen minutes, and I was still applying my make-up.
Why the hell did I always wait so long to start getting ready? Thank
God, the career I chose let me work at home, because otherwise, I would be
fired for repeat tardiness.


After tossing
my eye shadow into my red satin make-up bag, I assessed my appearance in the
mirror. Hair was … decent. Make-up looked… acceptable. And all my clothes were on,
so that was a bonus. My worst nightmare was rushing out and forgetting my
pants. With my head full of ideas for novels, I’m always forgetting things.


I ran to fetch
my briefcase that held my notes for the new children’s book I was writing, and
took off out the door of my apartment. 


“Hold the
elevator,” I yelled when I saw it closing. I slid inside just before it shut.
“Thanks,” I said to my neighbor, Mrs. Newman. She stood alone near the controls
with her navy-blue sequined purse tucked under her arm. She didn’t go anywhere
without it, not even the laundry room.


“Running late
again, Abby?” she asked me as the elevator started to descend. The high pitched
ping that sounded at each floor was annoyingly slow.


I smiled at
her. She was in her seventies and still in good shape. Her silvery white hair
was long and always pulled back in a braid or bun. The gray of her eyes
sparkled, and the wrinkles on her face made her look wise instead of old. And
for some reason she always smelled of spearmint.


I hoped to be half
as healthy when I turned seventy. She moved here a year ago, after her husband
of fifty years died. Her children lived on the other side of the city, so I
looked out for her whenever I could, to keep them at ease.


 “You know me
so well, Sylvia.”


 “What’s the
rush? Do you have a hot lunch date?” she asked me with a wink while jingling
the silver and blue beads she wore around her neck.


A snort escaped
my lips. “No, not today.” Not likely ever. My romantic life was at a bit of a
standstill, with zero prospects. I was fine with that. My life was full enough;
my friends, family, and career kept me busy. Although that didn’t stop my mom
from constantly nagging me to settle down, but wasn’t that expected of her? She
is my mom.


I’m only
twenty-seven years old, a long way from spinsterhood. I knew the reason I
hadn’t dated in a while—men didn’t actually knock on your door to ask you out.
And that was the problem, since I worked at home, and I was always working.


When the
elevator stopped at the lobby, we stepped out together. “You know, I have a
grandson who would love you—” she began, the sparkle in her eyes becoming
brighter.


I raised my
hand to stop her. “Sorry, Sylvia, but I don’t do setups. Last time that
happened, I was covered in mud at the end of the date, and temporarily deaf in
my left ear. Thanks anyway. See you later,” I called over my shoulder as I
rushed out the front door into the bright sunshine.


“Good morning,
Miss Watson. Lovely weather we’re having,” Spencer, the building’s doorman,
greeted me.


A grin spread
across my face. “It sure is, Spencer.”


“Would you like
a cab?” He was exactly what you would think a doorman looked like. Short, a
little on the round side, with a long black coat and top hat.


“You read my
mind,” I said with a nod of my head.


As I waited for
the cab, I lifted my face to soak in the sun. Renwood, the city where I lived,
was colder this time of year, like its neighbor, Watertown. Being close to the
Canadian border, you’d think we could blame them for our frigid weather, but
no. We accumulated more snow then they did, since our city ran parallel to Lake Ontario. And it also didn’t help that we were in a snow belt.


Fortunately,
this year it was only rain that had made the weather cool and damp. After the
soggy week we had, this change of weather was definitely welcoming. I felt the
sun’s heat on my exposed skin as a warm breeze blew a strand of hair into my
eyes. Since it was too early for the scent of grass or flowers, the day smelled
only of crisp fresh air, but it beat the smell of wet dog and earthworms.


He waved as a
cab approached. When it stopped, he opened the door for me.


“Thank you,
Spencer,” I called to him from the other side of the glass.


That was
something I would never get used to. Once my books started selling, I moved
from my tiny bachelorette apartment to this one, which came with a doorman. To
say it was different from my old building was an understatement. The age of my
former home and the smell of must and mothballs in the hallways were only a few
of the differences. The worst was the lack of an elevator. Trekking up seven
flights of stairs on grocery and laundry day was extremely inconvenient,
although my arms were more defined back then.


 


Once I arrived
at my publisher’s office, the elevator took me up to the twelfth floor.


I stepped out
into a large room filled with rows of desks. People were hard at work typing on
their computers, the sound of tapping keys echoing throughout the room. The air
smelled of ink, perfume, and air freshener. The large square fluorescent lights
hanging from the ceilings were bright, and radiating heat.


Walking through
the center aisle sometimes made me miss working with others. But thinking about
how early they woke up for work every day, I got over it. A few heads lifted as
I walked by, and I smiled in greeting.


Usually I
emailed my outlines to my editor, and really, I preferred to do it that way
since it gave me more time for actual writing. I enjoyed what I did for a
living; it made me happy, so why would I want to stop?


I started my writing
career with pre-K books. Introducing the world of words to young children was
my calling. The only problem was that there wasn’t a lot of money in those.
When a few of my fantasy pre-teen books really took off, I was able to return
to pre-K, where my heart was.


The first book
I ever wrote was for my niece and nephew when they were only a couple years
old. I read a few paragraphs to them, emphasizing my words on the different
noises from the story. I was surprised to see their eyes light up, their faces
eager for more. I knew then what I was meant to do.


“Hi. Abigail
Watson to see Debbie Frankford,” I said to the secretary when I reached the
desk. She must be a temp. Gwen, the normal receptionist, was nowhere to be
seen.


She gave me a
warm smile that lit up her green eyes. “Yes, Miss Watson, Debbie’s expecting
you. Go on in,” she replied politely.


I thanked her
and strode down the long carpeted hall to Debbie’s office.


“You’re late!”
my editor and best friend snapped when I had barely walked in the door. She sat
at her desk reading what looked like an unpublished manuscript. Her long,
cinnamon-colored hair was pulled back away from her face, a pencil stuck behind
her ear. Her words sounded angry, but the expression in her hazel eyes didn’t
match her tone. She set the pages down on the desk as I approached her.


“I know, I’m so
sorry I’ll be on time at our next meeting, I promise.”


She continued
to glare at me, and then suddenly smiled. “You’re not late. I told you to be
here at eleven, but I don’t have you scheduled until eleven thirty.” She
started to laugh at me and then covered her mouth to stop it. Probably because
of the shocked look that was no doubt on my face.


“You bitch, do
you know that I was in such a rush, I was worried I’d forget my pants?”


She laughed
even harder, a cheerful sound that made me smile—on the inside, since I
couldn’t let her see it.


“I’m glad I
amuse you.” I glared at her, falling into the plush chair in front of her desk.
“Why did I have to come down here anyway, I could have just emailed them to
you.”


“Yes, you could
have. But then you would never leave your apartment, would you?”


“That’s true,”
I said, no longer angry. “Okay.” I reached into my brown suede briefcase; the
earthy scent reminded me of my mother as she gave it to me for Christmas last
year.


“Here you go.”
I handed Debbie a file that held an outline for my next book. She took it from
my fingers and placed it on her desk. “I’m thinking of making it a series
called The Little Miss books.” She scanned the first page as I went on. “You
know, Little Miss goes to the mall. Little Miss rides the school bus. Little
Miss goes to the carnival, and so on. What do you think?”


She glanced up
from the pages and smiled. “I’m so glad we work together.”


“Does that mean
you like it?”


“I love it. So
much so, that I’m taking you to lunch.” She stood up and pushed her chair back,
hitting the papered wall behind her with a thump.


“Aren’t you
going to finish reading the outline? I thought that’s why I was here.”


“No, I’ll read
it later. This was just was a ruse to get you out of that apartment so we could
go eat.”


“Are you
kidding, I could be writing right now. You know my editor is a slave driver.” I
leaned over the desk, plucking the pencil from her ear and tossing it onto the
discarded manuscript, creating lead marks on the white paper.


“I know, isn’t
she?” She winked and walked around the desk. “Now let’s go, I’m starving.”
After pulling her jean jacket on, she threaded her arm though mine and we
headed to the elevator.


Strolling past
a couple of desks in the main workroom, we saw a man in a police uniform
talking to a woman who had black hair and wore a gray business suit. She looked
vaguely familiar, but I was terrible with names.


He sat on the
edge of her desk, talking in a low voice. Whatever he said made her laugh. She
covered her mouth to hide her giggle.


“Is someone
getting arrested?” I asked Debbie.


A smile tugged
at his lips when he saw us approach. His gaze followed as we passed.


“You
probably, for wearing mismatched socks,” she said, shaking her head in disgust.


We reached the
elevator and stood in front of it. “My socks match.” I glanced down to see one
white and one black. “How the hell did that happen?” I mumbled to myself.


“With you, who
knows?” she grumbled, pushing the elevator button. “Besides, you shouldn’t even
be wearing socks. How many times have I told you to wear heels, not sneakers.”


The idea of
squeezing my unusually wide feet into heels for a casual lunch with a friend
was laughable. Of course, I was no stranger to dressy shoes, or fancy clothes,
for that matter, but to me there had to be a damn good reason to do so, and
this was not one of those times. I peered down at my black canvas shoes,
wiggling my toes. “I like my sneakers. Besides, I’m wearing jeans and I’m not
wearing heels with jeans.” Once the elevator door creaked open, we stepped
inside.


She gaped at me
like I had two heads as the car started to move. Her thick lashes blinked at
me. “What am I going to do with you? I have to trick you to get you out. Am I going
to have to dress you too?”


“You love me
the way I am, and you know it.” I bumped my hip against hers.


She held her
exasperated expression a few beats, and then smiled. “You’re right. I do,
there’s no one like you, Abby.” She sighed as we exited the elevator and headed
out the building’s front door.


 


The trendy
restaurant we chose was crowded with people on
lunch break from the nearby offices. The large dining room was welcoming with splashes of creamy white and burgundy throughout
the space. A single white lily peeked out of crystal vases in the center of
each table. A buzz of conversation filled the aromatic air. Most of the
customers were dressed like Debbie, in suits or casual dresses. I felt a little
underdressed in my jeans and purple cotton top.


We were seated
along the front window in a comfortable burgundy banquette. I asked her where
Gwen, the regular receptionist, was.


“She left two
months ago, I told you that. Honestly,” she said, shaking her head. “How do you
make it through the day? You’re constantly in your own little world.”


She meant it as
an insult, but I grinned. “I like it in my world; it’s bright, colorful, and
shiny.”


She laughed, a
soft chortle that had the man in the booth behind us glance in her direction.


There was a certain
aroma in the room that I couldn’t quite name. A mix of yummy smells all rolled
into one. Since identifying the specific one I liked the best was impossible, I
asked the waiter, once he arrived, for a cheeseburger and fries. I was in the
mood for something greasy.


Debbie ordered
a chef’s salad—how boring. While we waited for our lunch, she filled me in on
her love life. She was dating a hot mystery writer. He had taken her out five
times and she was getting ready for the big night. “So what about you, any
dates lately?” she asked with a smirk on her face. She played with the cubes of
ice in her glass, creating a soft tinkling sound. The sweat from the glass made
her fingers glisten.


I scowled at
her. “Why would you ask if you already know the answer? Are you trying to rub
it in?” The waiter placed our meals in front of us. I took a big bite of my
burger. It tasted so good, my stomach rumbled and I realized that I had
completely forgotten to eat breakfast.


“I’m sorry. But
I do have this guy in mind for you. He’s a writer too, and I know you’ll hit it
off.”


Once I
swallowed, I groaned and rolled my eyes. “Do I have a sign on my head that says
‘please fix me up’? God, between you, my mother, and my neighbor, I’m
going crazy.”


Throwing her
head back with a laugh, she picked up her fork, pointing it at me. “Well, we
know you need a life other than writing, so maybe dating someone will get you
out of your place and back out into the world.” Her fork stabbed into lettuce
and cucumber. Placing the half-filled utensil into her mouth, she ate like a
bird, chewing daintily. I hadn’t been out to eat with her in a while, but this
was not the Debbie I knew. In college she could even out eat me and not gain an
ounce. It was sickening.


I watched her
with raised brows as she nibbled. She didn’t even notice. “No thanks, no more
blind dates from you. I’m still not over the last one. All he talked about was
monster trucks. Then he took me to a rally and it was so loud I couldn’t hear
for two days.” 


She laughed,
quickly covering her mouth with her hand. “I’m sorry, but that was so funny. I
remember what you looked like when you came over afterwards, covered head to
toe in mud. Weren’t you lucky he had front row seats?”


I rolled my
eyes at her. “Yeah, great fun. Let’s talk about something else please,” I
complained, remembering that horrifying evening.


We finished our
meal as she discussed my pathetic love life. After a few minutes the waiter
came with our bill.


I left her in
front of her building. Once she disappeared through the glass doors, I turned
to hail a cab.


The policeman
from upstairs was leaning against his car, in front of me. The bright April sun
glared off the white paint from his police cruiser.


He was staring
in my direction. After a quick glance behind me and seeing no one there, I
guessed he was watching me. I took a step toward him, and he smiled.


“You’re the
girl I saw earlier.” He nodded his head to the building Debbie had disappeared
into.


A car squealed
its tires in the street in front of us; shortly after, a horn honked.


“Brilliant
observation, Officer. I can see why you chose your particular line of work.” I
folded my arms, taking a quick step sideways to avoid a stroller coming at me.
The woman pushing it seemed to be in a huge hurry.


He chuckled and
shook his head. “What’s your name?”


“You’re a cop,
shouldn’t you already know it?”


He laughed,
showing perfect white teeth. “I could find out, but wouldn’t it be easier for
you to just tell me?”


“Who would you
find out from? The girl you were hitting on only an hour ago?” The cold sarcasm
in my voice was obvious.


He arched his
brow in confusion, then when understanding hit, he smiled. “That was my cousin,
Maria. My mother asked if I’d stop by and ask her over for dinner since the
station is just down the road.”


Okay, now I felt
dumb. “Oh, well, I’m still not giving you my name.”


He opened his
mouth to speak just as a cab pulled up against the curb, the squeaking breaks
echoing through the air. Ignoring the urge to stay and flirt some more, I said,
“Sorry, cab’s here, gotta go.”


“I’ll give you
a ride in my car.” His voice was deep and sexy.


“Am I under
arrest, Officer?” I said, with my head tilted.


“Have you
broken any laws lately?”


I opened the
door of the car and leaned in. “Not that I know of.”


He folded his
arms in front of him. “Then, no.”


“In that case,
I’ll stick with the cab.” I climbed in before the cabbie complained. He sighed
a few times, obviously annoyed at having to wait.


As we rolled
away from the curb, I saw the cop watching me from out of the corner of my eye.



Was it pathetic
that even though I had only spoken to him for a minute or so, it was still the
longest conversation I’d had with a guy in weeks?


He was very
cute—tall, with short dark hair. I couldn’t see the color of his eyes because
he was wearing sunglasses, which also added to the look. His height could be a
problem though; I’d have to use a step ladder to get a goodnight kiss. I
grinned at the thought; the idea that after one meeting with this guy and I was
already daydreaming about him was ridiculous. I knew I’d never see him again.
It must be the uniform; it was a definite plus for me. What was it about a
man in uniform?


 


 






[bookmark: _Toc344035509]Chapter Two


Family


 


As soon as the
elevator doors slid open on my floor, I heard my phone ringing from down the
hall. I took off in a run, nearly tripping on the Berber carpet trying to catch
the phone, but just as I stuck the key in the lock, the ringing stopped. My
voice floated out of the machine, telling the caller to leave a message. It was
my mother, reminding me of dinner tonight. Great, a family dinner, just
what I was in the mood for after my lunch with Debbie.


With time to
kill before I needed to leave, I sat down at my computer and started working.
However, two hours later, wrapped up in Little Miss Susie Sunshine’s first trip
to the mall, I glanced at the clock. Crap, I was late again.


 


It took about
fifteen minutes to get to my mom’s quiet suburb. I only used my car when I left
the city. Traveling within it was killer on the wallet. The price of parking
was robbery.


The drive
through my old neighborhood was peaceful. The streets were filled with kids
playing in yards, jumping rope, and having fun in the park. The houses were
neat and trim, with perfectly manicured lawns. The sound of dogs barking and
children’s laugher echoed through my open car windows. Even though I enjoyed my
apartment in the city, I loved coming back home. I felt closer to my father
here.


“Hey, Mom,” I
yelled, letting myself into the house I grew up in. I hung my coat on the hook
behind the door and glanced around my old living room. The space was full of
memories—the red brick fireplace that I hit my head on when I was wrestling
with my older sister Brenda. I still had the scar on my scalp from the cut
which, although tiny, had covered my whole head in blood. Apparently, I had hit
a blood vessel, causing blood to spurt out of the wound. My mother nearly
fainted at the sight of me.


A painting of
our cottage my dad built hung on the wall above the mantel. The frame had to be
repaired after my sister and I knocked it over while throwing a soccer ball in
the house.


The furniture
was new, thank God. My mother had kept our old orange, flower-patterned couch
longer than she should have. It was hideous, and it took Brenda and me buying
her a new set to get rid of it. And even then, she cried as the Salvation Army
truck towed it away. It had been a gift from my father a few months before he
died.


He passed away
suddenly of a heart attack when I was twelve. It was the hardest thing we ever
went through, and we still weren’t over it. A hole was left in our lives the
day he was taken away in the ambulance, and after fifteen years, it still
wasn’t filled. My dad was a special man. He paid attention to all of us, made
anyone he talked to feel like they mattered. Since he often worked late, he
made a point to spend time with each of us, creating different nightly rituals
with his daughters. Every night he and I would share cookies and milk while he
listened to me talk about my day. His presence still lingered here, even after
we redecorated and gave most of his things to charity.


“Is that you,
Abby?” I heard my mom yell from the kitchen, interrupting my trip down memory
lane.


“Yes,” I
answered, strolling into the kitchen. The room was filled with the aroma of
beef, spices, and the chatter of my family.


Brenda and her
husband, Jeff, were sitting at the table munching on some hors d’oeuvres.
Brenda’s kids, Justin and Haley, were piling food into their mouths. Haley
nibbled on the crackers while Justin shoveled cheese by the handful, as their
mother looked away from them and turned to me.


Justin was six
and Haley was four. They were the two cutest kids in the world and I didn’t
think that just because I was their aunt, it was the truth. They both had blond
hair and blue eyes, with a round cherub faces. Haley even had ringlets.


“It’s about
time you got here. Look at my poor children, they’re starving,” Brenda teased.
I knew she didn’t care if I was late. She was proud that I wrote books, even if
I did lose track of time writing them. She always stood up for me when my
mother gave me a hard time.


“Yeah, I can
see they’re suffering.” I laughed, pointing to Justin who had his mouth stuffed
with cheese. He looked like he was storing for the winter.


“Justin, spit
that out,” Brenda scolded. Her son did what he was told and spit the cheese
right onto the table. A pile of slimy orange goo lay on the shiny oak surface
in front of him. He glanced up at his mother and smiled, a dimple popping out
on his right cheek. “Justin Jeffery Markson, you clean that up right now.”


“Ewww!”
Haley whined, with her face scrunched up, nose wrinkled.


I picked the
four-year-old up, giving her a kiss on her chubby little cheek, and glanced at
the boy with the gooey face. “Hey, little man. I’d give you a kiss too, but
you’re covered in orange slime.” He was smiling wide, obviously proud of his
disgusting actions.


“Hey, Mom,” I
said, heading over to her where she was standing at the stove stirring here
famous beef stew. I gave her a peck on the cheek and put Haley down.


“Aunt Abby, can
you write a book about me?” Haley asked, tugging on my shirt.


“Haley, she’s
already written two about you. How many do you need?” her mother scolded while
wiping cheese off of the table with a wad of paper towel.


Haley
considered the question and answered seriously. “Fifteen.” The adults laughed
as Haley gazed up at me, wondering what was so funny.


“You’re late
again,” my mother remarked. She scooped out stew and divided it into bowls. I
took the one she had already filled, along with a basket of her homemade
biscuits, placing the stew in front of Jeff, and the basket in the center of
the table. Justin leaned up on his knees to grab a fresh biscuit, but quickly
withdrew when his mother slapped his hand.


“I know, but I
started a new series and it was difficult to stop. I’m sorry.” The next bowl
went to Haley, who was just sitting back down beside her father.


“There’s more
to life than work, you know. I’d be more understanding if you were late because
of a man,” my ever-meddling mother said, smirking.


“Don’t start,
Mother.” I rolled my eyes, but held back the groan.


“Yes, please,
let’s have a peaceful dinner without arguing for once.” Brenda’s tone was firm,
giving me and my mother a fierce look.


I ignored her
and picked up two more bowls of stew, handing them to her and Justin. Now that
the table was orange-slime free, I grabbed mine off the counter and sat down
between the two kids. My mother took the seat opposite me, giving me a warm
smile before scooping a spoonful of veggies and beef into her mouth. I gave her
a wink and then focused on my niece and nephew.


“How is school
going, guys?” I asked, glancing between them.


“We’re learning
about butterflies. Did you know that they come from catabillars?” Justin asked
with his mouth full.


I grinned.
“Yes, I know that caterpillars change into butterflies.” I emphasized
the p.


“That’s what I
said, catabillars. They go into this weird-looking white round fuzzy thing
called an acorn and fall asleep. And when they wake up, they come out a
butterfly. Isn’t that cool?”


Interesting
description of metamorphosis; he should be a storyteller. “Very cool, but it’s
called a cocoon.” I ruffled his hair.


His big eyes
glanced at me in confusion. “Huh?”


“It’s called a
cocoon, not an acorn.”


“That’s what I
said.” He shook his head and rolled his eyes, as if dealing with adults was
trying on his nerves.


I stared at
him, about to argue, and then decided to let it go. I turned to his mother.
“What’s new with you, Brenda?”


She was in the
process of wiping Haley’s mouth with a napkin; she balled it up and glanced at
me. “Not much. Debbie and I talked today and decided that we’re taking you out
tomorrow night. We’re going to The Cave. Remember how much fun we had last
time?”


For some reason
panic bubbled up inside me. “Are you sure? Don’t you think you should stay home
with your family? Who knows what this kid will shove in his mouth while you’re
gone.” I tapped Justin’s head. “Are you willing to risk it? Besides, you can’t
leave Jeff alone with these monsters.”


She scoffed.
“Nice try.”


“No, that’s
okay, Abby. I don’t mind. By the time you guys go out, the kids are already in
bed. And she bribed me with something to make sure I’ll get up with the kids in
the morning.” Jeff wiggled his eyebrows at his wife.


“Please, not
while I’m eating. I don’t want to know what she bribed you with. But okay, I’m
in,” I said, giving up. I took a sip of wine, knowing when I was defeated.


“Are you
serious? You’re agreeing that quickly?” Brenda asked with her eyes wide.


I pushed down
the panic, because I knew I needed some time to let loose. “Yes, I haven’t been
out in a long time, it’ll be fun.”


She grinned
widely. “Awesome, I can’t wait to have a night to myself. No offense, honey.”
She batted her eyelashes at her handsome husband.


“None taken. I
get out with the guys to play poker. You should have some time away from home
too.”


Brenda leaned
over and kissed Jeff on the lips, lingering for a few seconds. “You are the
best husband, you know that?” Now that they were starting to get all mushy, I
wasn’t sure if I was touched and envious by their loving words, or about to be
sick.


“Get a room!”
Justin yelled, staring at his parents. All the adults at the table gaped at
him. I had to cover my mouth to stifle my laughter.


“Justin! Where
did you hear that?” his mother asked, her eyes wide with shock.


“From the big
kids on the bus. Why? What does it mean?” Since I was finished eating I decided
it was time to clean up. My mother followed me. As we stuck our dishes in the
dishwasher we heard Brenda stumbling for an explanation.


“Guess what I
found in my sewing room?” my mom asked, wiping her hands on the dish towel. 


“In my old
room? I have no idea. My retainer?” I closed the dishwasher, turning around to
face her. She took something out of her pocket and held up a sterling silver
necklace with a heart-shaped locket. Tears fell down my cheeks as I took the
necklace into my hand and gazed at it. The memory of my father giving it to me
flashed into my mind. “Now remember, Abby, every time you open this locket,
you’ll see me. That way I’ll always be with you. No matter how many business
trips I go on, as long as you have this, I’ll always be close by,” my father
explained, opening the locket that was resting against my chest. I stared at
the tiny pictures of my mother in a pastel floral dress with her sandy hair up
in a bun. Tiny curls fell along the side of her pinkened cheeks. My father
looked striking in a black suit and red tie, his thick wavy brown hair brushed
smoothly. His blue eyes held humor, as if the photographer had just told a
joke.


Wrapping my
eight-year-old arms around him and rubbing his scruffy cheek against my smooth
one just to feel the tingle, I whispered, “Thank you, Daddy.”


“What is it,
can I see?” Haley screamed, bringing me back to the present.


I bent down to
show her the dainty little heart with the lace design embossed on the front.
“Isn’t it pretty? My daddy gave this to me when I was eight. He was away on
business trips a lot. So he bought your mommy and me matching necklaces to
remind us of him when he was away. I lost mine years ago, but Grandma found
it.” I opened the locket to show her the pictures inside. “See, just like
Mommy’s. There’s Grandma, and that’s Grandpa. Look how young Grandma is.” Both
kids gazed at the photo intently, then looked up at their grandmother and
smiled.


I stood up and
faced my mom. “Where was it?”


“In the corner
where your bed used to be, lodged between the wall and the carpet. I saw
something shiny this morning and bent down to investigate. I couldn’t wait to
give it to you. You were so devastated when you lost it.”


I hugged her,
holding on tightly, inhaling the familiar scent of jasmine. When I let go, I
gave her a kiss on the cheek; her skin was silky soft. “Thanks, Mom. I’m
putting it on now and never taking it off. That way I won’t lose it again.” I
put the necklace around my neck and then gave my mother another quick hug,
thankful for coming here tonight. I had lost my necklace about a year after he
died. I was afraid I would lose my memories of him if I didn’t have it on to
remind me. I knew better now, but I was still relieved to have it back.


At home that
night, I nestled into bed with a glass of wine and a movie. I fell asleep
watching a film about a single father raising a daughter on his own. After receiving
my necklace, I wanted to watch something that would remind me of my father.
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Three


The Cave


 


In preparation
for my night out, I only worked for a few hours. After a quick look in my
closet I decided a shopping trip was in order. I found a really cute black top
and a pair of dark blue, low-riding skinny jeans at a boutique not far from my
home. The top was a little more riskqué than I usually wore. It was a halter
style with a low neckline, showing cleavage I didn’t realize I had.


Debbie and
Brenda met me at my place. We had a few drinks as we got ready to go to the
club. Brenda looked amazing in a short sparkly silver dress, which was cut a
little high above her knee; her silky blond hair flowed down her back like
liquid honey.


Debbie went for
bold in a hot red halter like mine, and a black leather miniskirt; with her
cinnamon-colored hair curled, she looked beautiful. “Holy shit, Debbie, is your
skirt short enough?”


“I don’t know.”
She pouted, staring into my full-length mirror. “Do you think it would be too
slutty if I pulled it up?”


Since it was
almost showing her ass now, my answer was, “Definitely.”


She laughed,
and continued to brush the dark gray shadow onto her eyelids. When we looked as
good as we possibly could, it was time to go.


 


We traveled the
two blocks to the club on foot, through the busy, energized streets. As
darkness settled over the city, people made their way out of their residences
looking for some excitement from their everyday lives. The sidewalks were full
of couples holding hands making their way to the variety of restaurants located
down town. Teenagers loitered in the streets in groups, laughing and flirting
with each other as they looked for an adventure. A homeless man leaned against
a bench holding a paper cup. His eyes were closed, and a loud snarl came out of
his lips as we passed. I leaned down and dropped a twenty into his cup, careful
not to cringe at the sour stench that rose off of his filthy over coat. Brenda
took my hand and pulled me away from the man just as his eyes flitted open.


As we
approached the club, a buzz of excitement swept over me. I hadn’t been out in a
while, and it was time for some fun.


Even though it
was called The Cave, it was anything but. The building was enormous and
industrial looking. Like a warehouse right in the middle of the restaurant and
bar district. Bass echoed from the building with a constant thump, thump,
thump, making the steel siding hum with vibration. There was always a line
that led down the block to enter, but fortunately the line went fast, and we
didn’t have to wait long.


The bouncer,
who looked like he ingested his share of steroids, stood at the door with his
thick muscular arms crossed in front of his chest. Between the bald shiny head
and dark sunglasses, not to mention the deep scowl on his face, anyone in their
right mind would think twice before causing any kind of trouble.


Debbie
sauntered up to him, touching his muscled arm with the tip of her finger,
tracing it down to his elbow. “Hey, Felix, busy tonight?”


The bouncer
turned to her, scowl still in place, and slowly removed his glasses, revealing
bright emerald-colored eyes. The smile that spread brightened his face. “Hey
sugar.” His deep voice only added to the look; he was the scariest person I’d
ever been this close to. “What brings you out tonight? I haven’t seen you here
in a while.”


Debbie turned
to me. “I wanted to get my friend out in the land of the living. Felix, this is
Abby.” She wrapped her arms around us, her warm fingers resting on my bare shoulders.
“And this is her sister, Brenda.”


“It’s nice to
meet you, Felix,” we said at the same time, our voices wavering just a little. 


He smiled
again, showing dimples I hadn’t seen earlier. “Lovely to meet you both. You’re
in good hands with this one.” He pointed to Debbie, giving us a wink, which led
me to believe that he wasn’t scary after all, but merely a big old teddy bear.
He opened the door and gestured for us to enter. “Have a good night, ladies,”
he called as we slipped by. I peeked over my shoulder at him once we were in,
and saw that the scowl was once again in place, glaring at a couple of men in
suits.


As we stepped
inside the dimly lit club, a mixture of smells hovered in the air—beer, wine,
sweet perfume and even the musky scent of cologne. But one particular odor
stood out from all the others—sweat. Which was understandable considering the
dance floor was overflowing with tons of gyrating bodies. The bass was
pounding, and even though the night was young, the large room was crowded. Debbie
found a table by the dance floor while Brenda went off to get us some drinks.


“Holy crap,
it’s busy tonight. Look at all the hot guys. We shouldn’t have a problem
finding men tonight,” Debbie yelled over the music.


I arched an
eyebrow at her. “What happen to the mystery writer?”


Her face fell.
“Turns out he was seeing a romance novelist, the bastard.”


“I’m sorry,
Debbie. Men are pigs.” I rubbed her back gently.


“Why are men
pigs?” Brenda yelled, sitting beside me, her hands empty.


“That’s a
stupid question. But speaking about questions, where are our drinks?” I leaned
toward her so I didn’t have to yell.


“The waitress
is bringing them. I couldn’t carry them all.” Just as she finished speaking, a
brown-haired waitress came over carrying a tray. She placed my vodka cooler and
their wine on the table, and then walked off. “I paid her at the bar,” Brenda
explained as I was reaching for my money. “So why are men pigs?” she asked
again.


“The guy Debbie
was dating cheated on her with a romance novelist.”


She gazed at
Debbie sympathetically. “Men suck. You’re too good for him.” She raised her
wine glass. “May the romance novelist give the mystery writer crabs, and may
his wee-wee shrivel up and fall off.” We laughed as we lifted our glasses,
clinked, and chugged back our drinks.


“How do you
know the bouncer?” I asked Debbie, after placing my bottle on the stained wood
table.


“We went to
high school together. I haven’t seen him in years, but when I started coming
here, I ran into him.” She paused as a couple of guys walked by. She did a hair
flip and went on. “We went to lunch once and I met his wife. She’s a
sweetheart.”


“He looks
scary,” I said, voicing my first opinion of him.


She was in the
process of taking a sip of her wine. She nodded as she swallowed. “Yeah, I know,
but it’s all an act. You should see him with his kids.”


Teddy bear, I
knew it—well, not at first of course; anyone that saw him wouldn’t think so.


We sat for a
while drinking, commenting on the other patrons’ dancing abilities, until
Debbie’s favorite song came on and declared it was our turn. She dragged us up
to dance. If you could call it that. The mob on the dance floor was so tight,
we just moved with the crowd.


After a few
songs, we tried to reclaim our table, but in our seats were four burly men
guzzling beer. As we made our way past them in search of another place to sit,
I felt a strong hand on my arm. His fingers were warm, but his grip was a
little tight. “It’s you!” a deep voice shouted beside me.


My gaze
followed the arm up to his face and studied his features, trying to place him.
Short brown hair, tanned skin, dark coffee-colored eyes, strong jaw. Nope,
didn’t recognize him. “Yeah, it’s me. But who are you?” I asked, pulling my arm
free.


“I’m the cop
from outside that publishing building yesterday. Remember? I asked you if you
wanted a ride.”


Oh, the hottie cop from my daydream. “I didn’t recognize you
without your uniform.”


He grinned,
lightening his face. “Here, why don’t you girls sit down. I’ll grab some extra
chairs.”


Debbie and
Brenda eyed me curiously as they plopped down onto the chairs that the cop
brought over from a few tables over. He pulled me onto the one beside him,
while the girls sat across from me. They were sandwiched between a tall blond
who looked like a weightlifter, and a guy with shaggy black hair and piercing
blue eyes. “So, what’s your name?” the hottie cop asked me, leaning close so I
would hear him. He smelled of musk cologne.


I considered
the idea of withholding my name a little longer, but when he smiled, showing
his white perfect teeth, I couldn’t resist. “Abby, what’s yours?”


“Nick.” He took
my hand and instead of shaking it, he held on; he had a warm tight grip. “These
are guys I work with. John, Marty, and Brian.” He pointed as he spoke.


Once I
introduced Debbie and Brenda, everyone seemed to talk at once. They were all
uniform cops who went to school together, but were out celebrating Nick and
Brian making detective. It turned out Brian was the only other single guy, and
somehow Debbie was seated next to him. I overheard Brenda and Marty, the blond
muscle man, comparing notes on their children.


They were fun
to talk to, and the conversation, although loud because of the music, was
great. We had a blast. John taught us a drinking game, using a quarter and a
shot glass. Since I wasn’t very good at it, an hour later I was a little
buzzed.


The
bass-pumping music changed to a slow song. “Dance with me,” Nick whispered,
leaning in close to my ear. Brian was in the middle of a story about a case he
was working on. His piercing blue eyes were animated as he spoke while he ran
his hand through his unruly black hair. I liked Brian instantly; he had a
calming voice and a friendly face. I noticed Debbie leaning into him, and
judging by the look in her eye, I wasn’t the only one with a positive reaction
to him.


As Nick took my
hand to help me off my chair, I felt sudden nerves in the pit of my stomach.
“Sure,” I said quietly, not sure why I answered him, since he was already
leading me to the dance floor.


His arms
wrapped around my waist and I leaned my head against his chest, breathing in
his scent. Warmth emanated from him, and his muscles were hard under my hands
as I laid them on his broad shoulders. I felt safe in his embrace.


We moved
slowly, bumping into other couples occasionally, but I didn’t notice, feeling
content in his arms. While we danced he asked me a few questions. I pulled
back, only to be nudged back against his warm chest.


The next song
was a little faster, but Nick wasn’t concerned. As that one ended, I glanced up
into his intense brown eyes and was surprised by what I saw. His face was soft
and thoughtful as he gazed down at me.


When he started
to lean down, I took a step back, knowing what he was about to do. He gave me a
small smile. “Thank you for the dance,” he whispered into my ear. His breath
was hot against my skin, giving me goose bumps.


He led me back
to the table where John was chugging back a massive mug of beer, while the rest
of the group cheered him on.


“I have to
powder my nose,” Brenda announced before I sat down. “Debbie, Abby, are you
coming?” She glared at me with a twinkle in her eye. I smiled at the men before
following her through the thick crowd.


“Okay, tell us.
What do you think of officer hottie, and how do you know him?” Brenda asked after
shoving me through the dirt-crusted washroom door.


I laughed at
the thought of prolonging my explanation, just to make them suffer. “I saw him
at Debbie’s office, and then later outside, leaning against his car as I was
hailing a cab, just like he said. He asked me if I wanted a ride, I said no
thanks. Besides a bit of flirting, that was it.”


Brenda leaned
into the mirror to fluff up her hair. “Okay, so what do you think of him? You
guys danced a long time.”


“He’s cute. And
he seems nice.”


“Do you think
he’ll ask you out?” Debbie asked, taking out her lipstick and applying a fresh
coat, expertly avoiding a drunk blond who almost bumped into her.


“I think so.
While we were dancing, he asked what I like to do for fun and if I saw a lot of
movies.” The door swung open, hitting the wall with a bang as four loud girls
stumbled in with a fit of laughter. I moved closer to Brenda, who leaned
against the graffiti-covered wall.


“What did he
say when you told him you were a complete hermit?” Debbie asked with a smirk.


After I swatted
her in the head with my clutch purse, I replied, “Anyway, after the last dance
I think he wanted to kiss me, but I pulled away.”


Debbie rolled
her eyes. “Why? It’s just a kiss.”


“I know, but
I’d rather not swap spit with a guy I barely know at some bar when I’m drunk.
It’s sleazy.” I glanced at my friend. “No offense, Debbie.”


She grinned.
“None taken.” Checking her appearance in the mirror one last time, she spun on
her spiked heel. “On that note, let’s go. I think I’m going to get drunk and
kiss Brian.” I laughed as she marched passed me, a woman on a mission. “In a
bar,” she added, pushing the door open before storming out.


Brenda and I
followed her as she stalked up to Brian and planted one right on the mouth.
When she pulled away, Brian’s eyes were as wide as saucers. A slow grin spread
on his face. She glanced at me and smiled.


Laughing, I
took her hand and dragged her to the dance floor, where we danced the rest of
the night, together and with the guys. Nick danced with me during all the slow
songs.


At the end of
the night they walked us out. Nick had pulled me aside, next to the building.
“Are you sure you don’t want us to walk you home? You’d be safe with four cops
around.”


“Thank you, but
no. We’ll be fine, I don’t live far. It was nice meeting you,” I yelled as
Debbie pulled me away.


The streets
weren’t as busy at this time of night. Only a few people hovered on the
sidewalks or in doorways. The clicking of our heels echoed on the pavement as
we found our way home. Arm in arm, the three of us reminisced about the
evening, laughing loudly over the memories.


Even though
Brenda promised Jeff that she would be home, she stayed at my place. Having too
much to drink, neither of them could drive, and the price of a cab all the way
to her suburb would be enough to send one of her children to college.


 


 






[bookmark: _Toc344035511]Chapter
Four


Movie Day


 


The next
afternoon, after dropping my sister off, I took her children to a movie, a
cartoon called Wendy’s Wish. The film had been made from the first
pre-teen novel I ever wrote. We went for ice cream afterwards at Rainbow Crème,
my favorite ice cream shop that was inconveniently located one block from my
apartment building. Even though I worked a lot, I always seemed to have time
for a trip up the street for two scoops of rocky road. If I was really feeling
dangerous, I’d choose caramel chocolate crunch.


Since the place
was also close to the theatre, the bright orange Formica booths were filled
with ice cream–stained kids that had followed us from the movie.


A little girl
at the table across from us was concentrating hard on her scoop of vanilla,
peering at it through pink heart-shaped lenses. Melted cream dripped from her
chin onto her yellow rubber-duck jacket.


High-pitched
squeals and laughter filled the room as the children discussed my movie. Yes, I
didn’t technically write the screenplay, or have much say after it was
approved, but since I wrote the original story, in my mind, I considered it
mine. The producers did involve me in choosing the actors, and watching them
record the voices was interesting. Although I really didn’t understand the
production of it, trying to figure out how the animation came to life was
confusing. I usually just sat back and listened, acting like I understood what
they were saying.


“Isn’t that the
same story from one of your books, Aunt Abby?” Justin asked, pulling me from my
thoughts as he licked the tiger-tail ice cream that trickled down his arm in a
thin orange and black streak. 


I sat across
from him, a banana split waiting in front of me, Haley beside me on the
cushioned bench. He glanced up, blue-gray eyes wide with curiosity, waiting for
an answer. “Yes. Do you remember when I told you that a big producer asked me
if they could make a movie based on my book, and I said yes?”


He nodded,
licked, and swallowed. “But how did they make it, and how did they make those
people into cartoons? Can they make me into one?”


Keeping a
straight face was usually difficult when speaking to this kid, and the idea of
him thinking he could become a cartoon was so comical, a laugh snuck out. “You would
be interesting as an animated character. But they didn’t make anyone into a
cartoon. They draw pictures on a computer and they make them come alive on the
screen. Then people tape their voices so they can match it with the character
drawings.”


His eyes
widened. “Cool. Can I put my voice on one?”


I shook my
head. “Probably not.”


I turned to
Haley, who had been quiet longer than usual. She was holding her tongue out and
spinning the cone to catch the melted bubble gum ice cream. Some of it was
smeared over almost every inch of her adorable face. I took out a tissue from
my purse and wiped her off. “Okay, you two, let’s get you home before your
clothes are covered, and your mother won’t let me take you out again.” When
they finished eating, I removed the remaining ice cream that covered their arms
and faces, then we headed for their place.


Brenda lived
outside of the city, about a twenty-minute drive, not far from where we grew
up. “Hey, sis. Ready or not, your kids are here,” I yelled after letting myself
into her two-story colonial. I envied her; I couldn’t wait to buy a house
someday, instead of my apartment in the city. Right now it was fine, but like
Brenda, I wouldn’t want to raise kids in the city. It was crowded, noisy, and
not exactly as clean as the suburbs. It wasn’t often you’d find a Dumpster
overflowing with garbage around here, or a homeless person sprawled out against
the trees.


“Hey, you made
it back in one piece, I see,” Brenda said, coming out of the kitchen.


“You were
worried about them?” I sat down on the comfy leather couch that faced the large
picture window. A perfect place to sit and watch the view of the park across
the street. Swing sets, slides, climbers, rocking horses, and even a pond in
the center waited for kids to come and play. It was a peaceful view; the grass
that surrounded it all was brown with the occasional green blade sticking up,
craving the sunlight still shining bright. Shrubs, marigolds, and petunias were
planted throughout the park. Mothers could sit on the iron benches that were
conveniently located in the shade, while their kids played. I watched a girl
hang upside down on a climber; her long tresses flowing down in liquid,
bluish-black ink, to the dirt below.


I turned from
the scene to my sister, who sat in the overstuffed armchair beside me. A book
lay open on the end table. She must have taken the free time away from her kids
to catch up on some reading.


“No, I was
worried about you. I thought you might have a hangover, and my kids talk a
lot,” she explained absently, playing with the pages of the novel I couldn’t
see the title of.


“I told you
this morning before I took you home that I was fine. What about you? Hungover?
You’re older; I can handle it better than you.”


A snort escaped
her lips. “Bite your tongue. And two years doesn’t count.” She rolled her eyes,
rubbing the soft arm of the chair with her hand. “Do you want to stay for
dinner? Jeff’s cooking chicken on the barbeque.”


“How can I say
no to barbeque? Do you have any wine?”


“Of course.
What am I, a barbarian?” She stood up and walked into the kitchen.


I followed her
into the large, airy room and sat down on one of the stainless steel stools in
front of the white and chrome island. “Why don’t we take it out on the deck? We
can watch Jeff cook.”


“Sounds good to
me.”


Outside, I lay
on a lounge chair sipping my wine, enjoying the beautiful weather, listening to
two finches fight over a worm in the big oak tree that Jeff had carved the
kids’ names on. The smell of barbeque teased the air, mingling with the slight
scent of lilacs.


“So, Abby,”
Jeff said, turning to look at me. He closed the lid of the barbeque and took a
sip of beer. “My wife tells me you were falling all over some cop last night.”
He grinned. “Did he cuff you?”


“Uh…no. And I
wasn’t falling all over him. We danced a couple of times.” I pointed at him
with my free hand. “And if there was any falling, it was him.” Why did I
sound so defensive? So what if he asked me to dance all night, and tried to
kiss me, without asking for my number. I was an independent woman; I certainly
did not need some hottie cop falling all over me.


“Did you give
him your phone number?” Brenda asked me. She was perched in a lounge chair
beside me and leaned back against the head rest; her long silky hair hung over
the edge.


“No. He didn’t
ask for it.” I noticed her eyebrows knit together, and I quickly asked, “What?”
My tone was more defensive than I would have liked.


She sat up,
taking her wine glass off the white plastic table between us. She took a sip
and swallowed. “Nothing, but I’m surprised. He seemed really into you.”


“Not enough, I
guess. Debbie and Brian exchanged numbers though.”


“Does that
bother you?”


Maybe, but I
definitely wasn’t going to admit it. “No, I’m happy for her. I know everyone
else thinks I should have a man. But I’m happy with my life.”


The sympathetic
expression that crossed her face annoyed me. I didn’t need her pity. It was
just a guy, no big deal. Thankfully, Jeff saved me from having to hear what she
was about to say. “Dinner’s ready. Brenda, do you want to bring the salads and
plates out?”


“I’ll help.” I
jumped up before she could say anything more.


Thankfully, the
subject was forgotten as we made our way into the kitchen to get the rest of
the meal. 


“Kids, come on,
dinner’s ready,” Brenda yelled, taking down plates, while I carried the
macaroni and potato salads outside. We almost dropped our load as the kids ran
by us, racing to see who could get to the table first.


“I won,” Justin
proclaimed, slapping the patio table top with a smack. The glass and metal
shook in protest.


“You cheated.
Mommy, he cheated,” Haley shrieked, yanking on her mother’s coral top. 


“Could you give
me a break, just until we’re finished eating?” Brenda’s voice was almost as
whiny as Haley’s.


Once Jeff set
the platter of juicy meat on the table, we dug in, listening to the kids
bicker. They fought about their elbows touching, Haley’s extra scoop of salad,
and Justin’s foot on her side, under the table. And why couldn’t they have
chocolate cake for supper, instead of icky meat and cold potatoes.


I have to be
honest; it was a relief when the last dish was put away, and I could escape to
my peacefully quiet home, where the only sound was the hum of the refrigerator
and the ticking of the clock.


With the kids’
shrill voices still echoing in my mind, I fell into the Jacuzzi tub with
candlelight and soft music, hoping to clear my head. The bubbles and jets
worked their magic, and by the time I climbed out I was relaxed and ready for
bed.


Water dripped
on the tile floor as I reached for my robe, when the phone rang. Clutching the
towel I had wrapped around me, I rushed into my bedroom, tripping on a shoe and
falling face first on the bed. With the towel falling off, I answered, annoyed.
“Hello!”


“Uh…hi, is Abby
there?”


Oh God. I
thought it was my mother, but the voice on the other end was too deep. “Yes.
This is Abby,” I replied in a much more pleasant tone.


After a soft
chuckle, I heard, “It’s Nick, how are you?”


Excitement ran
though my body at the sound of his voice. “Nick? How did you get my phone
number?” My voice was casual, but in my head I was shouting, Wahoo!


“I’m a cop,
remember? I have my ways.”


“Did Debbie
give it to Brian?”


“Yep.”


“That is good
detective work.” I couldn’t help but smile, enjoying the banter we had going.


Another deep
chuckle. “Thanks. How were you feeling this morning?”


“Fine. I didn’t
drink that much.”


“That’s good.”
From the other end of the phone I heard a noise that sounded like a nervous
sigh. “Listen, I decided to take you out to dinner tomorrow night.”


In my head I
was shouting, Yeah! But of course I had to play it cool. “Did you now?
Do I have a say in this?”


“No.”


I laughed at
his demanding words that sounded opposite to the humor in his voice. “Sure, I’d
love that.”


“Great. I’ll
pick you up at six. Where do you live?”


I gave him my
address, and after a few more minutes of light chatter, he let me go, since he
was still on a shift.


My mood
lightened considerably after I hung up, even with the sore toe. I treated
myself to another glass of wine and a bowl of pretzels, and fell asleep reading
a book. I might not have been hungover from last night, but I was up pretty
late, which didn’t happen often.
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Five


First Date


 


The next
evening, shortly before Nick was set to arrive, I stood in the mirror gazing at
my reflection. I had to admit I looked good. Since I’m not one to put much
effort into my appearance, it was nice to dress up for a change. I had stopped
work early to prepare, choosing a short-sleeve red dress that fell to my knees.
Feeling sassy, I pulled my golden hair up in a twist, with loose strands
framing my face. To finish off the look, I was even wearing heels. Bright red
spiked ones that hurt my feet, but hey, you only live once, right? They looked
good and that was all that mattered.


The last time I
wore this dress was at my second cousin Alfred’s snore-fest of a wedding, a
year ago. To say the night was dull was putting it lightly. The minister’s
voice was monotone, reminding me of the teacher from the movie Ferris Bueller’s
Day Off. The words “anyone, anyone” popped in my head as I listened
to him and waited for him to say it at the part of the objections. I was
surprised when he didn’t. It was hard to keep my head upright throughout the
ceremony.


The doorbell
rang at exactly six o’clock, and after a final peek in the mirror, I opened the
door.


Nick was oh-so-handsome
in a blue button-down shirt and charcoal sport coat. Instead of dress pants, he
wore jeans. The look made him appear sexy—respectable with a touch of
recklessness.


He smiled,
making the corners of his dark eyes crinkle as he handed me the bouquet of
white and pink lilies he held in his hand.


My fingers
grazed his as I took the flowers. “Thank you so much, they’re beautiful.” I
loved flowers; for some reason, they always made me smile, no matter how
depressed or upset I was. The sight of them in my apartment brightened my day.
I can’t really say why I felt so strongly over something so simple, but the
only reason I could think of was my mother’s prized sunflowers.


My father
always told her that she had a blue thumb, not purple, not quite green either.
Every year she planted a large garden, and every year most of them died; either
she watered them too much, or not enough. The only ones that flourished were
the sunflowers, lined along our red-brick house; behind the wilted peonies and
the dead petunias. The yellow and brown flowers almost reached the top of our
living room picture window; the heads were always the size of dinner plates.
After my father died, though, she gave up on gardening altogether. But they
still made me smile.


“Come in while
I put these in some water,” I said to Nick as I closed the door behind him,
breathing in the delicious scent of the lilies.


“You know, I
never asked what it was you did for a living.” He pointed to my computer,
sitting in the corner of the living room; stacks of paper littered the desk and
shelves above.


“I’m a writer.
I write children’s books.”


“Oh really,
would I know any?”


“That depends.
Do you buy many books for kids?”


A flash of
something that resembled guilt crossed his face. “Ah…no. I do have a niece and
a nephew, but on their birthdays I usually go for toys.” He followed me into
the kitchen, watching as I took out a vase and poured water into it, the cool
liquid rising to just below the small crack in the blue crystal.


“You can’t go
wrong with toys. Most kids prefer them to books.” I dropped the flowers into
the water and placed the vase onto the table. “Are you ready?” I stood back and
admired the bouquet, the scent already drifting in the air, mixing with the
smell of onions from the burger I had for lunch.


Leaning against
the kitchen doorway, he stuffed his hands in his pockets, a lazy smile on his
lips. “I am. We’re going to McDonald’s.”


“Umm… I like
McDonald’s.” My gaze slid down to my dress and heels. “But I might be
overdressed.”


He laughed.
“I’m kidding. I’m taking you to Marco’s.”


We both
wandered back into the living room. “Oh, I love that restaurant. They have the
best pasta in town.” I pulled my black wrap off the coat rack and swung it
around my shoulders, the soft silk smooth against my skin.


“I’m friends
with the owner.” He opened the door and waited as I locked it, then together,
we headed for the elevator.


“Really? That’s
cool,” I said, pushing the button for the first floor.


“Yeah, I grew
up with Marc; he’s always been into cooking. When we were kids, my other
friends and I thought it was kind of girly, but he’s doing great. I’m happy for
him.”


When the
elevator arrived, we headed down to the lobby, making small talk about our
jobs.


A red Chevy
Tahoe sat in front of my building, and right away, I knew it was his. It was
either that, or the black Ford Focus in front of it and for some reason, I knew
he wouldn’t drive a car. Maybe it was the comment about cooking being girly,
but my impression of him was a little on the macho side, which wasn’t
necessarily a bad sign.


Once we were
inside the vehicle, he pulled onto the street and drove to the restaurant
listening to classic rock.


 


“Nick. Where
the hell have you been? I haven’t seen you in ages.” A man about our age, with
slicked black hair, bushy eyebrows, and a warm friendly smile gave Nick one of
those, quick-slap-on-the-back guy hugs. We were standing at the hostess stand
waiting to be seated, when he approached.


“I’ve been too
busy making detective to go out to dinner.” They pulled apart, both sets of
deep brown eyes focusing on me. “Marc, I want you to meet Abby. Abby, this is
one of my oldest friends, Marc.”


“It’s nice to
meet you. I love your restaurant.”


“Abby, you’re
beautiful.” He grinned. “How long have you known our Nick?”


“Just a few
days.”


His eyebrows
went up. “Oh, your first date? Well, come on then, I’ll see that you get a
great table.” He took my hand and led me to the back of the restaurant where
there was a beautiful view of a fountain, the centerpiece of the restaurant. It
stood about ten feet tall, clear glass tiers, with water spouting out the top,
trickling down into an enormous clear basin. Lights glimmered in the water,
creating an almost magical feel. It was like a floating water sculpture. The
sound of the running water was soothing, a complement to the calming music that
drifted around us, mixed with the smell of tomato and spices. The lights were
dim, with flickers of candlelight glowing throughout the room. The ambience was
one of romance; this was the place to take a date. Jason, my ex, used to
bring me here.


He gestured to
an empty, cozy two-seater, with a black vase and red rose placed in the center.
We sat down on the buttery-smooth leather chairs, and I noted the slight scent
of cinnamon floating out of a candle. “Let me know if you need anything. Enjoy
your meal.” As Marco walked away, I thought I saw him give a thumbs-up to Nick.


We were just
looking at our menus when a waiter came to our table with a bottle of Chardonnay. “Compliments
of Marco,” he said, pouring us each a glass and then placing it on the center
of the table. “Are you ready to order, or would you like more time?” His grin
was wide, almost forced, hoping for a large tip, I guessed.


“I think we
need more time, thank you,” Nick replied, still browsing his menu.


The waiter
nodded and rushed away.


“So, do you
know what you want?” He glanced at me over his menu, the reflection of the
candle’s flame dancing in his eyes.


“Yes. I think
I’ll have the lasagna. I don’t have it often and it’s the best here. What about
you?”


“I like their
sausage penne.” His eyes darted back down at the choices. “But maybe I’ll have
something less spicy. Just in case I get lucky and you give me a goodnight
kiss.” He didn’t turn away from the pages as he made the remark, but the
corners of his lips turned up into an almost smile.


He was flirting
with me, and I did love a good flirt. “We’ll see.” I lifted my glass up,
holding it in front of me. “And I don’t mind a little spice.”


He grinned,
giving me a slight nod. “So, what do you do in your free time?” he asked,
setting his menu down, apparently having made his decision. He took a sip of
his wine.


What free time?
“Well, I work a lot, so I don’t have much of it. But when I do, I like to read
and spend time with my niece and nephew.” Leaning back in my chair, I closed my
menu, placing it on top of his. “Actually, I took them to a movie yesterday.”


“Oh yeah. Which
one?”


“Wendy’s
Wish.”


“Oh, I bet they
liked it. I was over at my brother’s last week and that’s all his kids could
talk about. Did you guys enjoy it?”


His words were
flattering, even if he didn’t realize it. I blushed, not always comfortable
with praise. If he noticed, he didn’t acknowledge it. “Yes, they did. My nephew
asked how they made those people into cartoons.”


He laughed. “So
was it hard to sit through? I’ve never had to take them, but I imagine it would
be a long hour and a half, watching a cartoon geared for kids.”


I chuckled
slightly to myself, since he didn’t know what was funny. “Um…no. The characters
were so much like the book and the colors were wonderfully vivid. It was
surreal to see my story come to life.”


He squinted at
me. “What do you mean?”


Embarrassed to
say any more, I looked down at my hands. “The movie was taken from the first
pre-teen book I had published.”


“Seriously?
Your book was made into a movie?” he asked, shock spread all over his face.


I took another
sip of my wine, avoiding eye contact, hoping to calm my sudden jitters. I
wasn’t one to brag and just bringing it up felt like boasting. But not to
mention that part of my work felt like I was hiding something. “I’m serious. I
even helped pick the actors’ voices for the characters.”


Looking
somewhat dumbfounded, he asked, “What’s it about?”


“An orphan girl
named Wendy. She finds a coin on the street and tosses it into a fountain,
making a wish. When she leans over trying to find her coin, the fountain sucks
her into a different world where everything is animated.”


He leaned
forward, obviously interested. “What was her wish?”


“Well, you
don’t find out what it was until the end of the book, but I’ll tell you.” I
paused, raising a brow. “Can you guess?”


The dim light
made his deep eyes appear black as they narrowed in concentration. “A family?”
he guessed.


I smiled with a
slight nod. “Close. A home, and she finds one, and creatures to love, inside
the fountain.”


“Wow. How many
books have you written?”


Suddenly
anxious, I fidgeted with my cutlery, the knife and spoon making a light
tinkling sound as I knocked them together. “Fifteen. I just started a new
series for kindergarten and younger.”


“That’s so
awesome, Abby,” he said sincerely. “Nicky and Bobby would love to meet you.
They’re my brother, Rob’s, kids. I also have a niece from my sister Tina, but
she’s only a month old.”


The eager
waiter rushed over after Nick raised his hand to let him know we were ready.
Nick recited our orders without looking up from the menu or a confirming glance
in my direction. I chose to take his ordering for me as a sign of him being a
cop, used to being in charge. Once we were alone again, I took a piece of bread
from the basket and buttered it. In need of a subject change, I asked, “So you
have a brother and a sister?”


He nodded,
chewing his own piece of rye, and then swallowed. “Mm-hmm, Rob’s the oldest,
I’m the middle child, and Tina’s the baby. I was a little annoyed that she got
married and started a family before me. Maybe it was the middle child syndrome,
needing attention from my parents, who knows?” He paused as he washed the bread
down with a sip of wine. “But I just didn’t have the time to meet anyone. When
you’re a rookie on the force, you want to prove yourself to everyone, and
eventually I wanted to make detective to prove to myself that I could.”


“Do you have a
specialty? Homicide or Narcotics? I have no idea what I’m talking about, only
what I see on TV.” I felt awkward, hoping that I didn’t sound stupid.


“No, you said
it right. Actually I’m on Robbery. We usually focus on stolen vehicles. There’s
a guy we suspect that runs a chop shop. We’re just gathering evidence right
now.”


“You don’t want
Homicide, do you?” I glanced away at the sound of laughter bursting from a
table across the way. A group of couples looked to be celebrating a birthday. A
giant of a man with bright orange hair was sporting a pointed blue cardboard
birthday hat, a sight that the rest of his party apparently found funny.


I turned back
to Nick as he leaned back in his chair, looking comfortable. “I did at one
time. It’s considered the highest detective position, but the hours suck. When
you’re on a murder investigation, it doesn’t matter the last time you slept. If
there’s a lead, it can’t wait.”


His description
wasn’t that appealing. I could just imagine endless nights waiting for your
man, not knowing if he’d come home or not. Wondering if he was lying in a
gutter somewhere shot from a perp high on crack. What was wrong with me?
Was it the writer in me that let my imagination run away like this? I needed to
stop and just enjoy the rest of the date.
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Six


Suzie


 


While we waited
for our food to arrive, he told me an amusing story about a bust he helped out
with last week. An older man living in the garage of his daughter’s house was
stealing bikes, all black ones. He was in the early stages of Alzheimer’s, and
thought he was picking up the same bike over and over. His grandson had left
his two-wheeler on the side of the street a few weeks ago, and he had picked it
up for him. Now, whenever he saw one that looked the same as he went for his
daily walk along the neighborhood, he’d do it again, thinking it was his
grandson’s. I laughed softly, feeling sad for the poor man and his family. I
had lost my father suddenly, but at least I didn’t have to see him suffer, and
the thought of him not recognizing me was painful.


Nick had just
finished his story when the waiter brought our dinner. My meal was, as I knew
it would be, delicious. “Do you want to try my lasagna?” I asked, holding out
my fork.


He glanced up
from his plate, his expression turning from confusion to something that
resembled disgust. It vanished quickly, but I had seen it. I retracted my arm
and took the bite, feeling embarrassed. After I swallowed, I said, “Sorry, I’m
just use to eating with Debbie and Brenda. We always trade.”


“No, it’s fine.
I just had my mouth full.” His smile was sincere. Maybe I had imagined the look
of revulsion. It didn’t matter though; my food was too good to share. 


Nick finished
his meal while I stared longingly down at my plate, wishing I could stuff just
one more scrumptious morsel into my mouth. It wasn’t possible though; my
stomach was full to capacity. I pushed my plate away just as Marco strolled
over carrying a chocolate mousse. “I hear you called this in this morning,
Nick,” he said, nodding to his friend. “You’re lucky you ordered ahead of time,
or you’d be out of luck.”


“I remember
from the last time I asked, and was denied.” His voice held a hint of
annoyance.


Marco’s brow furrowed
before a smirk appeared. “That was your date with what’s her name?” Shaking his
head he added, “She wouldn’t have eaten it anyway. All she had was a small
salad. You can’t trust a girl that eats like a bird.” I laughed, thinking of my
lunch with Debbie. I’d have to tell her Marco’s theory. He turned to me, his
hand leaning on the back of my chair. “Did you enjoy your meal, Abby?”


“I did, and I’m
stuffed. Like I told Nick earlier, you have the best pasta in town.”


Marco smiled,
turning to Nick. “She said that?”


“She did.”


“Don’t let this
one go. Now enjoy the mousse, it’s also the best in town.” He gave me a wink,
and then walked away, heading for the kitchen. I cringed at the thought of
eating dessert. I was so full, if I was wearing pants, I’d pop a button. But
what could I do? He went to so much trouble by pre-ordering it, I had to have
at least a small piece.


Nick placed the
knife on the mousse, tracing two lines on the creamy chocolate, raising his
eyebrows at me in question.


“Smaller
please.” I watched as he cut a thin slice and placed it on a plate for me,
taking a larger one for himself.


Taking a bite
of the velvety, smooth chocolate, I was pleasantly surprised by the flavor.
“Mmm, that is fabulous. I’ve never had chocolate mousse before. God, I’ve
been missing out.”


“Well, I have,
and Marc’s right, this is the best.”


I took another
bite and savored it, wishing I could have more, but knowing if I did I might
vomit on my date, which probably would ensure that there would not be a second
one. “So who was the girl you brought here last time?” Setting my spoon onto
the table, I leaned back in my chair, hoping a breather would help my bursting
stomach.


He winced,
lifting up his wine glass, holding it midair. “I was hoping you’d forget you
heard that. He’s not very smart talking about another woman while I’m out with
someone as beautiful as you.”


My cheeks
heated as I stared down at my half gone dessert, feeling uncomfortable with his
words to describe my appearance. “Oh, come on, I know you’ve dated before.”


“Well, my
brother set me up, and it didn’t go very well. She was a bit of an airhead, had
the personality of a tree.” I laughed. “Anyway, he doesn’t do that anymore.”


“I’ve had a few
setups myself. And after the last one, I’d rather eat glass.”


His lips turned
upwards as he lifted his wine glass. “To horrible blind dates and never having
them again.”


I touched my
glass to his with a clink, the white liquid sloshing inside, before taking a
tiny sip.


I absently
lifted my locket, rubbing the lace on the front; the metal was cool against my
skin.


“That’s a nice
locket. Is there a picture in it?” he asked, pointing with his fork.


“Yes, of my
mother and father. My dad gave it to me when I was eight. I lost it a year
after he died. I was heartbroken. My mother found it last week. Now I’m never
taking it off. That way I’ll never lose it again.” Just the feel of it around
my neck gave me comfort.


“When did your
father die?”


I swallowed the
lump in my throat that usually accompanied that question. My father’s death was
still a vivid memory in my thoughts after all this time. “When I was twelve.”


Placing his
hand over mine, he said softly, “I’m sorry.” The gesture was sweet, and I
appreciated it.


The waiter came
and cleared our plates, interrupting before the tears started.


 


As we sat in
his pine-scented SUV outside my apartment, with Aerosmith playing through the
speakers, he laid his large hand on my thigh. His body heat seeped through the
material of my dress. “I had a great time with you tonight, Abby. I hope we can
do this again sometime.”


Meeting his
gaze, I replied, “Me too, and thanks again for a great dinner.” My hand clasped
onto the handle, preparing to open the door slowly. I wasn’t really sure what
to do, when he reached out to stop me. I turned to see him leaning toward me.
His fingers gently brushed my cheek, and then his lips touched mine softly.
Leaning into him, I returned the kiss. It didn’t last long, but it sent sparks
flying. “Goodnight,” I whispered, opening the door and stepping out.


I watched him
pull away through the glass front doors of the building, and then with a sigh I
headed upstairs.


 


A little later,
as I lay in bed under my warm duvet with a book leaning open on my chest, too
preoccupied to read, I thought of the evening. As dates went, I had to admit it
was pretty good. He was sexy, sweet, charming, and a good listener, and he
seemed to care about what I said, unlike some other dates I’d had in the past.
Their eyes would glaze over as I spoke, waiting for the moment when they could
bring the conversation back to themselves.


He kept up his
longtime friendship with Marco and it sounded like he was close to his family,
all signs that he cared about his relationships. Picking up my book, I tried to
read again, hoping to take my mind off the man who had suddenly moved into my
thoughts, suitcases and all.


Just as I was
getting into a hot sexy love scene, the shrill sound of the phone interrupted
me. Reaching for my cell on the nightstand, I managed a soft, “Hello?”


“Just wanted to
make sure you made it up to your apartment safely and to tell you again how
much I enjoyed your company.” Nick’s voice was low on the other end.


I smiled,
leaning back against my pillow. “I’m home safe. And I had a good time too.”


“Good. I’ll
take you out on Wednesday. I’m usually off at three unless something comes up.
We can go to a baseball game.”


“Who’s
playing?”


He made a raspy
deep sound that sounded like a chuckle. “The Monkeys. The best Little League
team in the city.”


“Your nephew?”
I asked, laying my paperback down on the pillow next to me.


“Niece. She
found out I had the night off and has been bugging me to come and watch her. I
hear they’ll have no problem beating the Warriors.”


I laughed.
“Sure, sounds fun.” I could hear music in the background and a car horn; I
realized he was still driving. I couldn’t decide how I felt about the fact that
he called before he even made it home, but I felt a tingle of something similar
to giddiness in the pit of my stomach.


“I’ll pick you
up at six. I’ll even buy you a hot dog.” His voice on the phone was deep and
sultry.


Fingering the
edge of the mattress, I replied, “Well, I definitely can’t say no now.”


Another raspy
chuckle. “Sweet dreams, Abby.”


“Goodnight,
Nick.”


I hung up,
grabbed my book, and read until my eyelids started to droop. When I finally
closed them, all I could see was the image of us kissing in his car, and
realized I couldn’t wait to see him, so we could do it again.


 


I dreamed I was inside the story of one of my novels, but
instead of Petunia the little witch, lost inside the creaky bone forest, it was
me, walking along the muddy path. And I was being pelted with monkey feces,
which was strange, considering in the actual tale, Petunia was hit with Tootsie
Rolls.


A booming voice echoed through the trees, soaring with the
wind. “Abby, it’s me.” For a moment I thought it was God, but since the voice
was female, that idea was highly unlikely. I tried to ignore the loud intrusive
words as I teetered on a rickety old bridge made of what looked like femur
bones tied together with dental floss. I had just about reached the safe, solid
ground when the loud voice started up again. “Abby!” the person bellowed,
making the bones and the forest disappear.


I awoke slowly, hearing Debbie’s voice on the answering
machine, yelling for me to pick up. I reached over to my nightstand searching
for the phone. Once I felt the hard plastic handset, I pushed the talk button. “Hello,” I groaned groggily.


“You sound
perky. Why didn’t you answer the phone? How did your date go? Why are you still
asleep?” Debbie’s voice was loud, and full of questions.


My head
throbbed just trying to process and answer each of her inane queries. Rubbing
my fingers onto my temples I breathed in deeply. “Debbie, why are you calling
so early?” My voice was muffled as I spoke into my fluffy silk pillow.


“It’s nine.
You’re usually up by now. What time did you get home?”


“Ten, but I
read until two.”


“Figures. So,
how did it go? I need details.”


As I brushed
the hair out of my eyes, I turned over, staring up at the white stippled
ceiling, concentrating on a small crack near the low-hanging light fixture.
“There’s not much to tell,” I said. “He took me to Marco’s, who by the way is
Nick’s friend. We ate dinner and talked, and then he gave me a goodnight kiss.”


“How was it?”


“Fine.”


“Just fine?”


I closed my
eyes, remembering my time in his car, almost smelling the pine scent of the air
freshener hanging from his rearview mirror, hoping to prolong the kiss next
time. “Firm lips,” I finally answered.


She sighed
dreamily. “Hmm, I like those.”


“And he’s
taking me to his niece’s Little League game on Wednesday.”


“Meeting the
family? He must be smitten.” The sound of tapping came from her end of the
phone, which meant she was drumming her pen on her desk. An irritating habit she’d
had since we were roommates in college. “Hopefully he can get you out of your
apartment more than once a month.”


I grinned; her
constant nagging was a strange comfort. Something I could always count on.
Although she didn’t have to know I felt that way. “I choose to ignore that
comment because I’m in a good mood. Now if there’s something you wanted besides
your usual insults on my personal life, I should get up and get to work.” I lay
still on my bed, with no intention of getting out of it—yet.


“My daily
insults are what keep me going.” She laughed. “By the way, how is the book
coming?” Her voice changed to professional mode.


“Great, I’ll
probably finish the first draft today and the rest by the end of the week.”


“Good. Okay, I
got to go. See you later.”


I hung up,
wrapped my blanket tightly around my neck, and fell back to sleep, where I
stayed for another hour until my growling stomach woke me.


After my
shower, I wolfed down a bowl of cereal while standing at the counter. Now that
I was finally finished procrastinating, I sat down to write the final few
pages. Suzie’s return journey home on the bus. She saw many different types of
people and watched closely as a mother shushed her baby. A blind man with his
hand on a seeing-eye dog. A little boy crying, because he dropped his ice cream
cone. Suzie’s day was full of adventure and she couldn’t wait for the next one.


I scrolled back
to the first page and began my rewrite.


The rest of the
morning flew by. I enjoyed editing; that was my opportunity to breathe life
into the story, now that the basic plot was laid out. I often compared it to
painting ceramics. My mother forced me to take a class with her when I was
younger, where I painted a puppy. Once the base coat was applied, I learned to
dry brush with a lighter color, making the fur appear almost lifelike. I still
have the little pug, sitting on my dresser.


When I finished
half, I took a break. The book itself wasn’t long, so I’d be finished by
tomorrow, and then I’d start on the illustrations. Drawing wasn’t my strong
point, so I sometimes hired an illustrator. But when the story didn’t call for
detailed pictures, I usually tried to do them myself and this was an easy book.
All that was needed was a house, Suzie, of course, the bus, and the mall. I had
taken a few art classes, but drawing was not my passion, not like writing
anyway, especially for children. When I was in college I dreamed of writing the
great American novel. I longed to be the next Jane Austen or Charlotte Brontë, but after my niece and nephew were born, I changed my mind.
Watching their faces come alive as I read a story to them made me rethink my
goals. I had a few beginnings of novels stashed away for the future, but right
now this was where I wanted to be in my career.


My stomach
growled, reminding me that I hadn’t eaten since the cereal this morning. I
glanced at the clock and saw that I had missed lunch. Pushing away from my
desk, I dashed into the kitchen to make a sandwich.


My mind was on
Suzie, contemplating her next adventure, while I poured juice into a glass. As
an idea formed in my crowded brain, Suzie in a pink bodysuit and tutu, twirling
around a ballet studio, I felt something liquid splash my bare toes. I absently
glanced down to see that red fruit juice had formed a puddle around my foot.
Damn it! My cup had overflowed, and I was too preoccupied to notice. I wiped
the mess up and took out some bread, ham, and cheese.


I assembled the
sandwich, popping some cheese in my mouth as I prepared it. Then I grabbed a
Coke out of the fridge and retreated to the living room to watch some TV while
I ate.


It took me the
rest of the day, but I finished the written part. Tomorrow I would start on the
illustrations. Debbie called later to tell me about her date with Brian. He
took her to his favorite pizza place and then the batting cages. She had a
ball—no pun intended.
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I was
distracted as I did the drawings the next day. With thoughts of my upcoming
date with Nick, I couldn’t fully concentrate. By two o’clock, I gave up and
went for a jog down at the waterfront to clear my head. Since it was a weekday,
it felt like I had the trail to myself, with only a few other people out for a
run. This was my favorite spot to go; the scents and sounds from the lake were
exactly what I needed to settle down. I stopped for a fruit smoothie at one of
the vendors, sitting down at a bench to watch the boats come into the marina.
The sounds of the squawking gulls, diving for fish in the water, and the purr
of the boats motors soothed me.


I glanced at my
watch as I slurped the last of my drink, and cringed at coldness of the ice. It
was five o’clock. I only had an hour before my date, and I still had to get
home. Throwing my cup into the garbage, I started back to my apartment. With only
a half hour left, I headed straight for the shower.


 


The blow dryer was blaring so loud, I
barely heard the knock. I turned it off and rushed for the door, yanking it
open in time to see Nick turn and walk away. “Sorry, I had the blow dryer
going,” I called out to him, my voice echoed in the long corridor. “I lost
track of time when I went for a run. Come in, I won’t be long.”


He stopped when
I opened the door, turned around, and made his way toward me. I wasn’t sure,
but from this distance he looked irritated. But as he got closer, I saw him
smile—I must have imagined it.


Once he stood
in front of me, he pulled me close, covering my mouth with his. When he drew
away he grinned. “I’ve been waiting two days to do that.”


“Was it worth
the wait?” I asked, closing the door after he walked in.


“Oh, yeah. But
it just makes me want to do it again, so you better go get ready or we’ll miss
the game.”


I rushed back
to my room, yelling, “Help yourself to a drink in the fridge if you want.”


In my bedroom,
I threw off my robe, dressed in a coral-colored T-shirt and faded blue jeans,
and applied eyeliner and lip gloss. When I was satisfied with my appearance, I
slipped back out to the living room where Nick was standing looking at the
papers I had pinned to the wall. They were the illustrations for my book.


“Don’t you have
a second room for an office?” His gaze never left the papers on the wall as he
spoke.


“Yeah, but the
window is bigger out here, and I can listen to or watch TV as I work. It’s only
me here so my work area doesn’t bother anyone.”


He pointed to
the page where Suzie sat on the bus looking at the seeing-eye dog. “Are these
going to be the pictures for the book you’re doing?”


“Yeah, it’s
about a little girl and her big adventure to the mall.”


“Cool.” He turned
around and looked at me, taking in my appearance. “Are you ready?”


I picked up my
purse and pulled out my keys. “Let’s go.”


He took my hand
and led me to the door, and after I locked it, we headed to the elevator.


When the doors
slid open, Sylvia stood inside, flipping through envelopes, and didn’t look up
right away. She almost walked into me, the scent of spearmint hovering in the
air. I reached out to stop her. “Hey, Sylvia. Looking for something?”


She glanced up
absently, and then noticed that I had company. She grinned, lighting up the
gray of her eyes. “Hi, Abby, where you off to?”


“To a Little
League game, his niece is playing. Nick, this is my neighbor, Sylvia. Sylvia,
this is Nick.”


Her grinned
widened. “It’s so nice to meet you.”


He smiled back at
her, his brow furrowed slightly, looking a little confused by her expression.
“You too, Sylvia.”


When the
elevator door started to close, we slipped inside, waving at her as it shut.


“What was that
about?” Nick asked while he pushed the button for the lobby.


What was I
supposed to tell him? “Oh, don’t mind her. She’s just shocked to see me with
someone from the opposite sex. And in the year I’ve known her, this was the
first time with someone other than a male friend, and that was only once.” No
way was I going to tell him how pathetic I was. “Who knows? Sylvia’s old and
senile,” I replied, feeling guilty instantly. The truth was, she was the
healthiest seventy-five-year-old woman I knew, albeit maybe the only
seventy-five-year-old woman I knew.


 


We pulled up to Lincoln Park, which held
about five baseball diamonds, a playground, and a soccer field. The park was
extremely busy; there were games in progress on both the baseball diamonds and
the soccer field. Even the playground was filled with kids climbing all over
the equipment. The sounds of parents yelling were almost as loud as the
children’s squeals of delight.  The air smelled of grease, which must have been
coming from a concession stand situated next to the bleachers.


I followed Nick
to the back, where a sign announced the Monkeys and the Warriors game. They had
already started when we sat down on the bleachers beside a tall man with thick
brown hair and a mustache. Next to him was a pretty woman with her hair in a
braid. “Are the Monkeys winning?” Nick asked him, taking some popcorn out of
the bag that was sitting on the bench.


“Not yet, just
started,” the man said, staring down at the game. He quickly glanced over and
noticed me, and a wide grin spread across his tanned face. “Who’s this? No,
don’t tell me, it’s the hot blond from the bar, right?”


I blushed; I
had never been described as hot.


“Uh… thanks,
jackass. Are you trying to embarrass me?”


This must be
his brother, Rob.


“I’m always
trying to embarrass you. That’s what brothers are for. Now stop being rude and
introduce us.”


“If you would
shut up for a second, I would,” Nick said as he punched him in the arm. “Abby,
this is my big brother, Rob. Rob, this is Abby. And the girl beside him who is
entirely too good for him is his wife, Heather.”


I leaned over,
clasping the large hand Rob offered. Despite the size, his grip was gentle.
When I shook Heather’s hand, she didn’t look or smile at me. Her skin was cold.


“Go, Bobby!”
she yelled, dropping my hand and standing up. For some reason I had the feeling
she was trying to avoid me.


“And that
little girl down there who just got a home run is my niece Bobby.” I followed
his finger and saw a girl about ten. She was wearing a brown jersey with the
name Monkeys on the front and a matching ball cap turned backward on top
of a very long dark brown messy braid. She was doing a little victory dance and
giving her teammates high-fives.


“She’s cute.”


Nick smiled,
his face taking on the expression of a proud uncle. “And the boy down there in
front of the concession stand, the one with the mustard- and ketchup-covered
T-shirt, is my nephew Nicky.” I saw a little boy about seven eating a hot dog
with the wiener hanging out, about to fall out of the bun. He had light brown
hair like his mother, and was wearing grass-stained jeans to go with his
stained T-shirt.


“Go, Jimmy,
run,” Rob yelled at a little boy with red hair who just bunted the ball. “He’s
getting much better, Bill,” Rob called to the guy in front of us.”


The man who
must be Bill turned around, the glare from the falling sun glistening off his
glasses. “Yeah, we’ve been practicing in the back yard when I get home from
work.”


“Well, it’s
definitely helping,” Rob replied.


I tuned out the
two men, as they discussed techniques to help their kids improve their batting
average and focused on the game. The air was cooler with the falling sun and I
wished I had thought to bring a sweater. I crossed my arms trying to take the
chill away.


The rest of the
eight innings were intense. The kids played and had fun. But the parents
yelled, held their breaths, and screamed at the umpire. You’d think it was an
all-star game at Yankee Stadium the way they carried on. In the ninth inning
Nick and Rob started talking about a robbery case Nick was working on. Rob was
a cop as well, but he was Homicide, just like his father had been before he
made captain. I felt a little out of place, so I leaned over to talk to his
sister-in-law. “Heather,” I called. She reluctantly turned to face me, leaning
around her husband. “What do you do for a living?”


She had a
polite but brisk expression on her face. “I’m a kindergarten teacher. You?” she
asked, even though I knew she really didn’t care.


“I write
children’s books.”


Her face
brightened slightly. “Really? Anything I’d know?” I hated this question.
Sometimes I felt like I was bragging. But I was the one who started the
conversation. I listed some titles that weren’t that known.


Nick must have
heard what I said, because he looked away from his brother and grinned at
Heather. “She also wrote Wendy’s Wish.”


Shock and awe
crossed her face briefly. She quickly recovered, but her smile was slightly
more genuine. “Seriously, you’re Abigail Watson? You wrote Wendy’s Wish,
the one that was just turned into a movie?”


A wave of
embarrassment washed over me as it always did when I was the center of
attention. “Yep.”


“That’s so
cool. My kids loved that book and movie. And I just read it to my classroom.”
Her voice became more animated, matching the surprised expression on her face.
It was the most emotion I had seen from her, where I was concerned, since I sat
down over an hour ago.


Bobby hit
another homerun, and everyone stood up and screamed, forgetting all about my
line of work.


The Monkeys won
six to two. Bobby got three home runs. She was sweaty, her cheeks flushed, but
her lips were spread in a permanent grin. After the game, her family rushed
down the bleachers to congratulate her. I lingered on the bench feeling a
little out of place. “Hey, Abby, how about that hot dog?” Nick called up to me
after he gave his niece a high five.


“Sure. Thanks,”
I replied, starting down the bleachers, carefully avoiding leftover food
wrappers that lay sprawled on some of the benches. Once I stepped onto solid
ground, I made my way to where he stood at the concession stand.


As I ate my hot
dog, the crowd that had gathered around Bobby, giving her hugs and high fives,
started to dwindle. “Uncle Nick, did you see that last home run? I slid home
just like you showed me.”


“I sure did.”
He turned her hat around, folding the peak. “Here, let me see that ball and
I’ll show you how to throw a curve ball.” As he walked through the gate and
onto the grass of the baseball diamond, I found my gaze wandering down,
catching a glimpse of his backside in jeans. Even though no one caught my stare,
my cheeks heated with embarrassment.


Bobby followed
Nick onto the field. When they were standing about ten feet apart, Nick tossed
the ball in a curve. Bobby jumped up with her arm stretched out, but instead of
catching it, the ball just grazed the tip of her glove, falling onto the grass.


I leaned
against the fence and watched, taking another bite of my hot dog. Nick took
long strides until he stood in front of her, taking her hands in his, and then
throwing the ball. Just as it flew into the sky above us, Rob rushed through
the gate and caught it bare-handed. He spun on them with a grin.


“You like him,
don’t you?” a soft voice asked from beside me. My head spun toward the person
who spoke. It was Heather, resting on the fence next to me. The cuff of her red
baseball jersey caught onto the wire. I had been so wrapped up in Nick, Rob,
and Bobby, I hadn’t noticed her approach.


I nodded as my
lips spread into a grin. “Yeah, I do. He’s so sweet with your kids. He seems
like a great guy.” Just as I answered, Nicky rushed past us, slipping onto the
field where the two men were tossing the ball to each other. Nicky jumped up,
trying to intercept it, but the ball was way too high for him.


“If I were you,
I’d find someone else.” Heather’s voice was low, just above a whisper. I turned
my head to look at her again, to ask if I had heard her correctly, but she was
walking away. “Okay, guys, time to go. It’s bath night.” She grabbed Nicky and
lifted him up. Bobby joined her brother and mother.


They said their
goodbyes and waved as they headed for a blue minivan. I watched as she helped
the boy in, and just as she slammed his door, she glared at me before climbing
into the vehicle. I stared at the van as it pulled out of the lot, wondering
why she had a problem with me. Was I not good enough for her brother-in-law?


“So how about
an ice cream?” Nick’s voice startled me. I was lost in thought and was again
caught off guard.


Shaking the
unwanted thoughts of Heather from my mind, I said, “Sure.”


He took my hand
and led me to his SUV, and like a gentleman he opened the door for me.


 


We pulled up to
the marina and strolled slowly over to the ice cream stand. He ordered a
chocolate for himself and a rocky road for me. We walked along the docks,
looking at the boats and eating our ice cream cones.


“Your niece and
nephew are adorable. Bobby’s really good at baseball. Does Nicky have any
interest?”


He smiled.
“Yeah, he plays too, but he’s still young.”


“You’re really
good with them. Isn’t it fun to spoil nieces and nephews? You spend time with
them for a couple of hours and when you get tired, you can take them home.”


He nodded in
agreement. “Yeah, I love to get them all hyped up and then send them home to
their parents.” He laughed as he took my hand and led me to the bench to sit down.
I finished my ice cream after he did. I could feel goose bumps form along my
arms. The air was even cooler by the lake.


“It’s pretty
here at night, watching the lights from the boats.” I felt his finger gently
touch my cheek. I turned my head just as he leaned in and brushed his lips on
mine. I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him closer. He took the kiss
deeper, opening his mouth, and I felt a knot in my stomach as his tongue
brushed mine. We jumped apart at the sound of footsteps coming towards us. An
older man was walking by wearing a wide grin.


Nick’s face
colored so slightly I might have imagined it. “Maybe I should take you home
now.”


“Good idea,” I
replied with a giggle.


As we walked
hand in hand to his car, I felt giddy thinking about that kiss, hoping we could
finish it soon.


 


Ten minutes
later we were sitting in front of my building, with the car turned off. “I
really want to walk you up.” His voice was raspy, his eyes hooded. “So I guess
I should stay here.”


Heat surged
inside me. Was this going too fast, if both of our thoughts were heading this
way? I really wanted to invite him up, but I knew that after that kiss, things
might head in a direction I wasn’t ready for. Instead, I turned to him and
leaned in for a goodnight kiss. It lasted longer than I intended and when I
felt his tongue touch mine, I felt the familiar knot squeeze inside my belly.
Ignoring the alarm bells that were starting in my mind, I let him wrap his arms
around me, pulling me tight against him.


Taking a quick
gasp of air, he took the kiss deeper. When I leaned back to take a breath, he
started to kiss my neck. As small moan escaped my lips, I decided it was time
to go upstairs for a cold shower. “I should go,” I whispered while his lips
moved to my collar bone. “Thank you for a great evening.”


He lifted his
head slowly, gazing at me with chocolate, smoldering eyes. His lips that had
just been busy driving me crazy turned upwards. “Yeah, I guess you should go
before we give your neighbors a show.”


I laughed.
“Thanks again.” I opened my door and stuck a leg out.


“Friday night,”
he said suddenly. I turned at the sound of his voice and raised a brow in
question. “I’ll cook for you at my place.” He touched my arm to stop me from
leaving.


The tightness
in my belly turned to a tornado. “Sure, that sounds nice.” I stepped out and
walked to the door, careful not to turn around for fear one of us would change
our minds. I was breathless as I made my way to the elevator, replaying our
kiss as I waited for the doors to open. I hardly noticed the Murray twins
screaming in their stroller as their mother fumbled with her mailbox key.


 


“You know what this means, don’t you?”
Brenda asked, sipping her coffee. We had just finished dinner and Jeff was
giving the kids a bath, leaving us a chance to talk. It was Thursday night and
Brenda had asked me over for dinner so I could tell her all about Nick.


“What does it
mean, big sister?” I stole a raspberry turnover off of the dessert tray and
took a bite as I waited for her to enlighten me.


“Men don’t cook
unless they want something. That’s how they seduce you.”


“Yeah, I
figured that one out all by myself. I’m not an idiot.”


“I know, but
it’s been awhile since you were in a relationship. I wasn’t sure if you’d
remember.”


I licked the
raspberry off of my fingers. “Oh please, it wasn’t that long ago that Jason
moved away.”


“One year and
three months to be exact.” 


I stuck my
tongue out at her, not bothered at all by the reminder. I was fine with my lack
of love life; it just bothered everyone around me. “But who’s counting, right?”


She took a
turnover and held it in her fingers, staring at it. “Are you sure you’re ready?
You’ve only known him a week.”


“I know, but I
feel like I’ve known him longer. Plus we’ve talked on the phone every day. I’m
ready, believe me.” I couldn’t stop the grin that was spreading across my lips
as I winked at her. “Like you said, it’s been over a year.”


Still holding
the turnover, she sighed heavily before taking a bite. “Fine, but I will need
details,” she mumbled with her mouth full.


I laughed as
Jeff came down the stairs. “What did I miss?” he asked, taking a beer out of
the fridge.


I wasn’t going
to tell him. Even though we were pretty close, I had no desire to discuss my
love life with him. Unfortunately, Brenda didn’t feel the same way.


“After a year
of Abby’s dry spell, she’s finally going to take a dip in the pool,” Brenda
explained, which had me gasping and laughing at the same time.


Jeff stared at
her with his beer in his hand, a confused look on his face. “What do you mean?”


Brenda sighed.
“She’s finally going up to bat.” He shrugged his shoulders, still not
understanding. “Taking the plunge?”


“Could you
speak in real language please?”


She groaned.
“She’s finally going to do the nasty with Nick. There, is that spelled out
enough for you?”


I laughed as
Jeff finally realized what she was talking about. “They’re going to have sex?
Why the hell didn’t you just say so?”


I stood up and
grabbed my bag off the floor next to me. “Well, this has been fun discussing my
love life, but I’m going home to plan what to wear tomorrow night.”


Jeff twisted
the top off his beer and tossed it onto the table, where it bounced twice
before landing in the bowl of fruit. “Believe me, if he’s getting sex, he won’t
care if you walk in wearing a potato sack.”


“Thanks,” I
said, smirking at him. “See you later. I’ll call you Saturday morning with
details.”


As I shut the
door behind me, I heard Brenda yell, “You’d better.”
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Eight


Afterglow


 


I was nervous
the next day. I couldn’t help but worry about what was going to happen. I knew
what he expected; like Brenda pointed out, when a man made you dinner, it was a
sure sign he was hoping for more than just dessert afterward. I definitely
wanted the same thing, but it had been so long. Would I remember how? What was
I thinking? Of course I knew what to do. It was just like riding a bike. It
would come back to me...right?


At about three
o’clock, I had to stop writing. For some reason I couldn’t get sex off my mind
and it was a tad inappropriate for a pre-K book. I had to figure out what to
wear anyway, and despite what Jeff had said, I needed something more special
than a potato sack.


My mind was
drawing a blank. A dress was too fancy, jeans too casual and really that was
all that was in my closet. Two dresses, and jeans. Maybe Debbie was right, I
needed to shop more often.


After the third
search through my closet, I finally decided on the black dress pants I usually
reserved for meetings with publishers, and a silk shimmering silver blouse that
Debbie had given me for my last birthday.


I left my hair
down, but straightened it since I gave myself plenty of time, and then finished
the look off with dark-gray, smoky eyes. The makeup lady at Brown’s department
store had shown me how to do it, but I hadn’t had a reason to use the technique
until now. The girl looking back at me in the mirror was ready for whatever
came her way. The black pants hugged her legs nicely and the smooth soft silk
of the blouse was low cut, showing just enough to give off a sexy vibe.


Nick lived
outside of town, which meant I had to drive. When I reached my car a nervous
knot formed in my gut and stayed there the whole way.


I pulled up to
an older apartment building. The gray stone was aged; however, the grounds were
clean and decorated with flower boxes that dotted the walkway. The building
itself wasn’t overly huge, just four levels, and from the windows it looked
like there were two units per floor. Inside the entryway, it smelled of
pineapple and coconuts.


I followed
Nick’s directions up to the fourth floor, and reluctantly knocked on 4B. The
sound of soft jazz floated out of the door, which was surprising, I had him
pegged for a strict classic rock fan. I liked the fact that he listened to more
than one type of music. It showed that he had layers, and I looked forward to
getting to know each one. The door swung open just as I was about to knock
again. He stood in front of me wearing a white apron covering dark jeans and
deep-blue collared shirt. The apron had splashes of butter and other
undistinguishable liquids all over it. His face was wearing a half grin as he
took me in, and I noticed a smudge of flour under his left eye. “Hi, are you on
time or am I running late?” he asked, sounding flustered.


With a quick
glance at my watch, I took in the time. “Well, you said six, and it’s six
now...so.” I trailed off as he stared at me. “What?” I asked, wondering if my
mascara was running.


“You look
beautiful,” he answered as he stepped back to let me enter.


His comment left
me flustered. I leaned in as I brushed by and wiped the flour from his cheek
with my thumb. With him so close I couldn’t stop myself from pressing my lips
against his, and breathing in the scent of him.


He leaned into
me. His body was warm and I felt the urge to curl up against it. Who needed
to eat, let’s just jump to dessert.


He pulled away
first. “As much as I hate to stop you, the door is open, and I really don’t
want to burn dinner.”


Just as he
mentioned the food, I smelled a delicious aroma wafting in the air. I stepped
away from him and glanced around. I heard the door close behind me.


The apartment
was all open concept, with the living room at the back, the kitchen to my left,
and I was standing in the dining room. The table was set with matching plates
and candles. My heart swelled at the sight of a bouquet of roses that sat in
the center. I loved flowers. My thoughts briefly went to my parents, but I
quickly pushed them away. Tonight was not the time to think of them. Talk
about a mood killer. The soft music floated out of the speakers—the
atmosphere was very romantic. “I like your place.” 


He stepped
around me to slip into the kitchen and opened the oven, pulling out three small
roasting pans. “Have a seat, there’s sparkling wine on the table. It won’t take
long to plate these.”


Doing as he
instructed, I sat down on the wooden chair, noticing that one of the rungs on
the back was loose. “It smells so good, Nick. What are we having?”


As he lifted
food from the pans onto plates, he replied, “Rack of lamb, roasted red
potatoes, and mini glazed carrots.”


Wow. “That’s sounds amazing. Did you order it in, and then just put the
food in casserole dishes before I got here?” I asked, smiling, hoping he heard
the teasing in my voice.


He narrowed his
eyes as he finished the second plate, and then sauntered toward the table,
placing a dish in front of me. “I thought of that.” His lip twitched. “But I
wanted to impress you, so I begged my mother to show me how to make this.”


A warm fuzzy
feeling flowed through me at the thought of him going to so much trouble.
“That’s so sweet, but you really didn’t have to do all this.”


He stepped back,
placing the remaining plate on the table. “I wanted to.” He leaned over me, his
face inches from mine. “You’re worth the effort, Abby.” His voice was a whisper
as he leaned in to kiss me. His hands moved up and down my side, creating a
warm glow. The kiss didn’t last long before he stood up and grinned. “The food
is getting cold and I worked way too hard to let it go to waste.” He took his
seat across from me and we began to eat.


The meal was
really good. The meat was juicy, potatoes were flavorful, and carrots sweet.
“That was amazing,” I said, pushing my plate away after taking the last bite.


He grinned,
taking a sip of his wine. Once he swallowed he replied, “I’m glad you enjoyed
it, because it will never happen again.” He winked. “Of course, if you want a
grilled cheese sandwich or mac-and-cheese from a box, I’m your guy.”


I laughed,
reaching for my wine glass, and took a drink. The bubbles danced on my tongue,
adding to the giddiness I already felt.


We cleaned up
the table and then the dishes. When the kitchen was spotless, we moved to the
living room, to relax on the couch with another glass of wine.


“By the way,
those roses are for you.” he said, gesturing to the bouquet on the table. “I
was too preoccupied by how good you looked to tell you when you first got
here.”


Again, I was
flustered by his words. Would I ever get used to his sweet compliments? “Thank
you.”


The music
changed to a slow one, a soft guitar with horn. Nick stood up and held out his
hand. I took it and let him pull me against him. We moved slowly, his warmth
seeping into me, spreading heat through my body. I tightened my grip on him,
leaning my head on his shoulder. His musky scent hovered in the air, making me
lightheaded. I could hear his breathing go from steady to ragged. His hands
gripped the back of my top, forcing me closer, almost molding me to his body.


When I felt him
kiss the top of my head, I looked up at him. His eyes were stormy seas. “I want
you, Abby,” he whispered.


And honestly, I
felt the same way. I hadn’t wanted anything as much as I did him, at that
moment. Something about him stoked the fires within me. I had never felt so
alive. My body was like a live wire, ready to spark. All I could do was nod.
But it didn’t matter; speech was not necessary.


He pulled me
into his room, and with one quick move he removed my top. I didn’t have time to
feel vulnerable or nervous standing in front of him, with only my silk bra. His
lips were on my neck, collar bone, my ear lobe, making my skin hum. His hands
roamed my back as his lips worked their magic. It had been so long since I’d
been touched this way, my insides came alive. 


I moaned as the
sensations overtook me, and I couldn’t just stand there, I needed to touch. I
pulled back and lifted his shirt off, ran my hands along his skin, his chest
hair making my skin tingle. His moan was deep, almost a growl, as my hands
moved down. He drew back, taking off his pants and then mine. His eyes were
smoldering, his expression anxious. He rushed, tossing clothes onto the floor,
and then guided me down onto the bed.


Afterward, I lay
in his arms, feeling content and happy as he rubbed circles over my shoulder;
his soft touch was so soothing that I felt myself drift off to sleep.


 


Something pulled me awake. I opened my eyes
and glanced around. The room was dark and unfamiliar, until the memory of my
night with Nick came back to me. I smiled and started to close my eyes again,
when I felt movement behind me. I turned around to see that Nick was leaning up
on his elbow staring at me. “What are you doing?” I asked. My voice was raspy.


“Watching you
sleep.”


I blinked a few
times. “Why?”


He shrugged.
“Because you’re beautiful.” Was that really a reason?


I was still so
sleepy, and not exactly fully awake, I felt my heavy eyelids close. Just as I
was drifting off again, I heard him say, “You’re mine, Abby.”


My sleepy brain
couldn’t decide if that was sweet or incredibly creepy.


 


The smell of bacon
woke me, and I sat up looking around Nick’s room. It was relatively neat; the
only thing out of place was our clothes that we had thrown on the floor last
night. There were a few trophies on a shelf, two books, and one picture of an
older couple that must be his parents. His room was a little on the bare side.
There was nothing in particular that expressed who he was, unless this was it.
I shook off that thought. I knew there was more to him. He had layers. I just
had to find them all.


The navy blue
curtains were open exposing a dull, gray day. I stared out the window at the
dark clouds. It wasn’t raining yet, but it would be before long. Our brief
relief from the wet weather was obviously over.


I heard movement
outside the door and turned to see him walk through it with a tray of food. He
was bringing me breakfast in bed. Ahh...how sweet.


“I hope you like
bacon and cheese omelets?”


“Doesn’t bacon
make everything better?” I asked with a grin as I slipped my shirt over my head
and stuffed my arms through it. I had felt exposed without it.


His eyes
narrowed. “A girl after my heart,” he said as he sat the tray over my lap and
climbed in beside me. He leaned over to give me a quick kiss. “Let’s dig in,
because I have plans for you after.” He wiggled his eyes suggestively.


Laughing, I
picked up my fork and did what he said—dug in.


After a few
bites, I stretched out against the pillow I had turned up against the
headboard. “I’m not sure I believe that you’re not a good cook. Everything I’ve
tasted so far is quite tasty.”


He grinned.
“Breakfast is easy.”


I stabbed
another bite of the omelet. The orange cheese strung from the plate to the
fork. “If you say so.” I took the bite and swallowed.


“What are your
plans today?” he asked, taking a drink of orange juice.


Was he about to
ask me to leave? Tell me he had to work? I was so comfortable I didn’t want to
go yet. All I wanted to do right now was finish my breakfast and curl up on his
comfy bed and relax. “Not much. If I have time I might finish off the first
Little Miss book.


“I don’t work
until three.” He tilted his head and winked. “Do you want to stick around here
for a while?”


I wanted nothing
more, but I didn’t want to show my excitement. “Sure, sounds good.”


He finished off
his omelet in maybe three bites and then placed the empty plate on his
nightstand. “You were amazing last night.”


I choked on the
food in my mouth. “Are you fishing for a compliment?” I asked once I was able
to swallow.


“No, I’ m
telling you how much I enjoyed myself.” He bent down to nuzzle my neck. “And
I’m ready for more.” he whispered.


“I’m not
finished with breakfast,” I gasped.


His lips moved
over my skin softly. “You are now.” He grabbed my plate and tossed it onto his.
The dishes made a clanging sound, and the silverware thumped onto the wood
floor.


We spent the
morning and early afternoon in bed, exploring each other, sleeping, and
talking. It was so amazing; I didn’t want it to end.
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Family


 


The next couple
of months were wonderful. Nick and I spent every day we were free together. I
wasn’t working on my writing as much as I usually did, but that was okay. I had
finished the Little Miss series, and Debbie was in the process of getting them
published. The next book could wait awhile. I had never taken time off before,
so it was time. Nick took me out at least once a week, and on the nights he was
off work, we’d spend the evenings curled up on the sofa at my apartment,
watching a movie or some sports game that was playing.


Two months after
we first met, Nick invited me to his parents’ for dinner. At first, I rejected
the idea. I was nervous, and it didn’t help that Rob and Heather would be
there. For some reason she still acted distant around me. But after a lot of
persuasion, Nick finally talked me into it.


His parents
lived in an older middle-class neighborhood. The houses were a little faded,
but most were a good size. The neighborhood reminded me slightly of my
mother’s, where I had grown up, only this area seemed to be lacking the
abundance of children. Where my old neighborhood held a park in the center that
was usually crawling with kids, here, I only spotted a few on the front lawns
of houses.


Nick pulled
into the driveway of a red brick two-story with a white porch in front. We both
got out of the car and walked up the steps. Bobby was sprawled out on a swing,
playing a pink Nintendo-DS. “Hey, champ. How were the playoffs?” Nick asked,
ruffling the top of her hair with his hand.


“We won,” she
mumbled, not looking up from her game. Nick glanced at me and laughed. Taking
my hand, he pulled me into the house. The smell of garlic and tomatoes
assaulted my senses.


To the right
was the living room where the sound of a basketball game playing on the TV was
mixed with the jumbled voices of men arguing. He pulled me past the door into
the kitchen, where an older woman with thick, black, curly hair was leaning
over a pot, tasting what looked and smelled like tomato sauce. She was wearing
a flowered silk blouse and navy-blue skirt. She was a smidge on the pudgy size,
but if they ate food that smelled as good as the sauce she was stirring every
day, I understood why. “Hey, Mom,” Nick called, walking over to give her a kiss
on the cheek.


The corners of
her eyes crinkled when she smiled, and her cheeks were flushed from the steam
floating out of the pot. I was suddenly wrapped into a very tight hug; she
smelled of baby powder. After a kiss on my cheek she pulled back. “I am so
happy to finally meet the girl who has made my boy so happy.”


Nick chuckled.
“Mom, this is Abby. Abby, this is my mother, Sofia.”


“It’s nice to
meet you,” I said, taking a step back. “Thank you for inviting me to your home.
Dinner smells wonderful. Nick said you were an amazing cook.” I was prepared
for another bear hug. But it didn’t come; instead, she touched my cheek.


“Thank you. I’m
so glad you could make it.” She turned to Nick, letting me go. “I made
manicotti, your favorite.”


His face lit
up. “With cheesy garlic bread?”


“Of course. Now
get out of my kitchen so I can finish. Tina and Paul are late again, but Robert
and Heather are in the living room with your father.” Just as Nick started for
the doorway, Sofia smacked his shoulder. “Get your girl a glass of wine first.”
She winked at me before turning back to the stove.


Nick
sidestepped to the fridge and pulled out a beer for himself and a bottle of
white wine for me. Once he poured some into a glass, he handed it to me and
then led me into the living room.


“I told you the
Lakers would take it tonight!” Rob yelled at a man that must be his father.


Their father’s
dark brown hair held a touch of gray around the sideburns. His face was
wrinkled and his chocolate brown eyes narrowed at his son as he reached into
his back pocket and then slapped a twenty into Rob’s waiting hand. “This is the
thanks I get for putting a roof over your head until you were twenty-two years
old,” he growled at his son.


Rob took the
money with a smile and slid it into the front of his jeans. He glanced up and
saw us as we stepped into the room. “Hey, Nick, it’s about time you got here.
Dad’s about to disown me for taking all his money.” He stood up, turning to me.
“Abby, you look great. Thank God you’re still taking pity on my brother. I was
getting tired of seeing him so lonely.”


Nick punched
him in the gut and was about to pull his head into a headlock when their father
yelled, “Will you two knock it off. This lovely young lady will think I raised
a couple of animals.” He stood up and took my hand, pulling it up to his lips
to kiss my fingers. “You must be Abby. I’m this loudmouth’s father, Carlo.” He
dropped my hand and gestured to Nick.


“Back off, Dad,
she’s mine and you’re too old,” Nick teased, taking a seat onto the plush
burgundy sofa and patting the cushion next to him for me to sit down.


Carlo settled
back into his Barcalounger facing the large TV. “So Rob, how’s the Brown case
coming? Any leads?”


Rob started to
go into detail about a murder case he was working on, leaving out names. Nick
and his dad, who was captain at Rob’s precinct, tossed around ideas.


I turned to
Heather, who was extremely quiet, sitting across from me knitting. “That’s
pretty. Is it going to be a sweater?” I asked about the small pink knitted
garment. Just the bottom was finished.


“Yes, my sister
is pregnant. It’s a girl.” Even though she barely smiled when I saw her, the
mention of her sister and future niece brought a light to her eyes.


I leaned over
to touch the soft yarn. “It’s so soft. My niece had a sweater this color with a
matching bonnet. My mother made it.”


She nodded and
stopped knitting, laying the full needles in her lap. “The bonnet is finished,
and I’ll be done with this in a couple of days. She’s due next week.” I could
see how much her sister meant to her.


“That’s nice.
Is this her first baby?”


She smiled.
“Yes. She just got married a year ago. She’s the baby in the family.” Her face
darkened as she shot a quick glance to her husband. “But I don’t see her that
much anymore.” She returned to her knitting, looking away from me down at the
needles.


I felt a change
in her like the flip of a switch, and wondered if I’d ever be able to figure
her out. “She means a lot to you, I can tell. And I understand, my sister is
one of my best friends.”


The men’s
voices got louder as they stopped talking about work and focused on the game
again. Heather winced as Rob yelled at the ref, who apparently didn’t know a
good play from his ass. I tried to start up a conversation with her again, but
I could tell her good mood toward me was over. She was back to the quiet,
distant girl I had gotten to know the few times we doubled over the last few
months.


I stood up,
taking a few steps toward the kitchen. Nick grabbed my hand, stopping me
mid-step. “Where are you going?”


His question
surprised me; where did he think I was going? “I’m going to see if your mother
would like some help in the kitchen.” He smiled as I continued out the door.


She was humming
to a classical song that was playing quietly on the radio. “Would you like some
help in here? Basketball doesn’t really appeal to me.”


She spun
around, her round face lighting up as she smiled. “I feel the same way, but I
think I have it all under control. Unless you’d like to set the table.
Everything’s out there in the dining room.” She layered the garlic bread onto a
plate. “Tina should be along in a minute. She called, Hannah just woke up from
her nap. Have you met Tina yet?”


“No. We were
supposed to go out to dinner with them last week, but Nick got a break in the
case he was working on and had to cancel.”


“Ah…yes, things
don’t always go as planned when you’re with a policeman. But you accept it
since its important work.”


“Speaking from
experience,” I guessed, leaning against the doorjamb.


Sofia stopped grating cheese and smiled. “Yes, thirty-five years. If they
don’t come home for dinner, you worry they won’t come back at all. But when
they do, and they got the bad guy, or stopped someone from hurting someone
else, it makes it all worthwhile.” I could see the adoration in her eyes. She
was definitely proud of her policemen.


“What does Tina
do?”


“She’s a nurse
over at County. She’s on maternity leave right now. Nick didn’t tell you?”


My brow
furrowed as I wondered why he wouldn’t. “No, which is weird since I told him my
mother’s a nurse there.”


Sofia opened the oven door and pulled out the large casserole dish filled
with manicotti. “Is she? I wonder if Tina knows her.” She set the dish on the
counter and closed the oven door. “Here she is now, we’ll ask her.”


I turned around
to the sound of the front door opening.


“I’m sorry
we’re late, but Hannah desperately needed to sleep.” Tina walked down the
hallway towards me. I moved back to let Sofia by to steal the baby in her arms.
Tina’s hair was lighter than Nick and Rob’s; it fell to her shoulders in a
playful bob. Her eyes were chocolate brown, and she had a small angled nose and
chin, with a dark complexion. She looked familiar; I was sure she was one of
the nurses who worked with my mother on the maternity ward. She handed Hannah
over to her mother as she stared at me. She looked like she was trying to place
who I was. “Tina, stop staring at our guest. This is Abby. Nick’s girl.”


She smiled,
revealing a dimple on her right cheek. “I never made the connection when he
told me your name was Abby Watson.”


Sofia was swaying back and forth with the cute bundle in her arms. “That
she was the Abby Watson that writes children’s books?” she asked Tina.


She frowned
slightly. “Yes, I knew that, but not from my butthead of a brother, but from
your mother.” She faced me. “She’s my boss.”


I nodded, her
words confirming my suspicion. “I knew you looked familiar when you walked in.”


“Your mother is
so proud of you. God, it’s such a small world,” she said with a small
chuckle. She was smiling now, but I thought I saw a worried expression cross
her face. It disappeared as quickly as it came. “Wow, I’m so happy to meet you.
I’ve seen you a few times at the hospital, but I was always busy. You have a
wonderful mother.”


“She is, thank
you. If you’re the Tina she talks about, she’s very fond of you too.”


Sofia stepped toward us, the baby stretched out in her arms. “Tina, can
you take your baby, supper’s ready.”


“Oh, I’d better
set the table,” I called out, rushing into the dining room and beginning to
place the plates in front of the chairs. As I sat the third dish down, Tina
walked past me, heading for the living room.


I leaned back
so I could see what she intended to do. I saw her drop the baby into her
husband’s lap before grabbing Nick’s arm. She led him outside onto the front
porch. The door shut behind them and then opened again. Bobby came in, slamming
the door behind her, mumbling something about grownups and privacy.
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Ten


Dinner


 


I finished the table and went back into the
kitchen to see if I could help more. “Anything else?” I asked Sofia. “I could
bring the food out.”


“Yes, honey,
that stuff on the counter over there. I’ll bring in the manicotti, it’s ready.”


I took the
garlic bread and fresh parmesan cheese and placed it onto the oak table. Sofia came in with a huge dish and sat it down in the center. “Abby, could you tell
everyone dinner is ready?” she asked, glancing around, making sure we had
everything.


“Sure,” I
called over my shoulder as I strode down the hall. “Dinner,” I said, poking my
head into the living room where most of the men were lounging. Paul, Tina’s
husband, whom I had yet to be introduced to, was holding his sleeping daughter.


I heard a bunch
of cheers as I headed to the front door, and the sound of I guessed Paul shushing
them.


“It’s none of
your business who I date, Tina.” Nick’s voice was muffled, but I could still hear
the agitation in it.


“She is my
boss’s daughter as I’m sure you figured out, but neglected to tell me,” Tina
whispered loudly. It was hard to hear through the door, and I wanted to listen
longer to see what they were talking about, but I spotted Heather watching me
with those haunted, quiet eyes. I smiled at her as I the opened the door, the
hinges squawking in protest.


“How was I
supposed to know who she was—” Nick stopped mid-word when I opened the door.


I gazed first
at Tina, who was leaning against the porch railing looking down at the wooden
planks. Her feet were bare. She must have been a rush and forgot to slip on her
sandals. Then I turned to Nick. “Your mother told me to tell everyone that
dinner was ready.”


He avoided
Tina’s and my eyes as he took my hand. “Okay, thanks,” Nick mumbled, leading me
through the door, but not before he scowled at his sister.


Dinner was
amazing. I ate so much I couldn’t fit anything else in my stomach. Maybe I
shouldn’t have gone for seconds. When Sofia brought out her cheesecake she had
made from scratch, there were oh’s and ah’s—I almost groaned. “Here, Abby, you
take the first piece,” Sofia insisted, handing me a plate.


“Oh, no, thank
you. It looks really good, but I’m so full I couldn’t eat another bite.”


Her cheerful
smile fell just a bit. “Come on, you’re too thin. Have a piece.”


I was about to
agree to a sliver, when Nick leaned over and growled in my ear, “Eat the
goddamn cake.”


I glanced over
at his annoyed expression, and reached up to take the plate. When I tasted it,
it was as delicious as I knew it would be; however, my stomach moaned in agony.
I ate the whole thing, even though I knew I’d pay for it later.


We left shortly
after I finished helping with the dishes. In his car Nick asked me why I was so
quiet. The truth was I didn’t know; it could have been that I was sick. My
stomach was upset from all the heavy, rich foods his mother made. But mainly, I
didn’t like the look he gave me when he ordered me to eat the goddamn cake.
Instead of telling him how I felt, I just shrugged my shoulders and gazed out
the window.


“Can I stay the
night?” he asked when we were a block away from my building.


I still refused
to look at him, instead staring down at my dark, dressy jeans. “I’m really not
in the mood. I’m not feeling well.”


He reached over
and placed his hand on my knee “I’ll take care of you.”


The urge to
move my leg was strong, but I was trying to feign indifference, to avoid a
fight. I just wanted to be alone and if I showed him my true feelings that
wouldn’t happen. “No thanks, not tonight. I’ll be boring anyway. I think I’m
just going to go straight to bed.”


He pulled up
along the curb in front. “Well, if you’re sure.” He leaned in for a kiss. His
lips touched mine and he opened his mouth to take the kiss deeper.


I pushed him
away. “Goodnight,” I said, trying to sound cheerful, but knowing it sounded
fake. Before he could stop me, I jumped out of the car and headed inside the
building.


 


Upstairs, I lay in bed thinking about the
evening. His family was nice, and very welcoming. Rob was funny and friendly,
so was his father. I liked his mother a lot; she was caring and sweet and just
a little strict. She liked things her way, but that was okay. Even though
Heather was often guarded, I had caught glimpses of a kind-hearted woman who
really loved her children. I liked her, I just wasn’t sure how she felt about
me. His sister was my favorite; she kept the conversation going during dinner,
telling us stories about the hospital. About old men hitting on her, doctors hitting
on her and my mother. About how much she admired and respected her. When
she said this she glared at Nick. I looked at him to see his reaction, but he
only smiled down at me. I was still really curious to know what had happened
outside, and why they were talking about me. When I asked him after dinner when
we were alone in the kitchen, he said it was nothing. And the way he said it
meant that there was no way he would ever tell me.


Then there was
the incident with the cake. During the past few months I had noticed that he
could be impatient and short-tempered, but he was also sweet and funny and
always complimented me. He had a way of making me feel that I was special; the
only one he wanted to be around. Actually, tonight was the first night we hadn’t
spent together in weeks. He must have known I was upset yet he didn’t
apologize. I guess that meant he wasn’t sorry that he was rude to me and made
me feel like a child. Or maybe he really didn’t clue in that he had been out of
line.


 


I tossed and
turned, churning everything about the evening around in my head. Finally giving
up on sleep, I crawled out of bed and into the bathroom to shove an antacid
into my mouth. The tablet was chalky, leaving an unpleasant tasted on my
tongue. I really shouldn’t have had that second helping of manicotti, or the
cheesecake. I probably wouldn’t sleep all night. I gave up and decided to start
on a new book. I had finished the Little Miss series and was going to take a
little break, but I couldn’t get this new idea out of my head. It was an
adventure book, about a boy named Sammy and his dog, Hector, exploring his
backyard and finding a new world with talking mice, chipmunks, and raccoons.


I worked until
night turned to day. When I couldn’t keep my eyelids open any longer, I pressed
the save button and fumbled to the bedroom, dropping onto the bed. I fell to
sleep instantly.


The sound of
the phone ringing woke me. I let it ring, grabbing the covers. I pulled them up
to my neck and tried to go back to sleep. The shrill ringing started again.
“Damn it,” I muttered sleepily. I patted the soft carpet, feeling for the phone
and trying to remember where I had had left it last night. The ringing stopped.
“Oh, thank God.” I could go back to sleep.


The ringing
began again. “For the love of God,” I growled. This time I leaned up, over the
bed, looking around for the freaking phone so I could make the horrible noise
stop. I spotted it on the floor by my nightstand. I reached over and grabbed
it. “What!” I yelled, extremely annoyed that it was nine thirty a.m., and that
meant I had only a few hours’ sleep.


“Well, good
morning to you too. You’re such a grump in the morning,” Debbie complained on
the other end of the phone.


“Well, you
would be too if you went to bed at four in the morning,” I mumbled, my face
half buried in the pillow.


“Why the hell
did you go to bed so late?” she asked in a way-too-cheerful voice.


“Because my
stomach was upset and I couldn’t sleep, so I got up and started to write—then I
couldn’t stop.”


“I know, that’s
why I’m calling. I got your outlines for Sammy’s Big Adventure. I’m not
sure of the title, but I love the idea. I’m looking at it right now, and Jesus,
you sent it to me at three in the morning?” Her voice rose. “Do I need to make
sure you get enough sleep along with teaching you how to dress? What the hell
would you do without me?”


“Sleep in.”


“Ha ha. Anyway,
I showed Cheryl, and she loves it. She’s so excited, she wants to see the first
few chapters as soon as you finish. Don’t worry, no deadlines, she knows how you
feel about them.”


“Couldn’t this
wait until I was awake?”


“I’m sorry, I
didn’t notice what time you sent the email until just now. I’ll let you go and
get some sleep. Call me when you wake up.”


Without saying
goodbye, I clicked the end button and tossed the phone on the floor, burying my
face into the pillow.


I woke a few
hours later—starving. I got out of bed and went into the kitchen to make myself
some toast with peanut butter. Flopping on the couch, I munched on my toast, my
problems from the night before popping in my head. I was still upset with Nick
for the way he had snapped me, and I wasn’t sure what to do about it. He was
supposed to come over tonight after his shift at work around ten o’clock, but
now I was thinking I might call to cancel. I just wasn’t in the mood for
company.


The rest of the
day I buried myself in my work. I called Debbie and discussed my plans for the
book, and then dove back in with some of the things we had discussed, including
changing some of the names of the animals she didn’t like.


I was deep into
a scene when I heard a knock at the door. “Come in, it’s open,” I yelled
absently, expecting Sylvia. She sometimes popped in for a cup of coffee, often
carrying a coffee cake or banana bread.


“Hi, am I
interrupting you?” The voice was too deep to be Sylvia’s.


I looked up to
see Nick standing in front of the open door with a brown paper bag in one hand
and a large bouquet of pink roses in the other. “What…Nick, what are you doing
here?” I glanced up at the clock. “It’s only five thirty. I thought you were
off at nine.”


He shut the
door and then made his way over to stand in front of me, his eyes filled with
remorse. “I got off early. I was such a jerk to you last night, I wanted to
come over and make it up to you. I’m so sorry I snapped at you. Can you forgive
me?” he asked, handing me the flowers. I hesitated, remembering how he made me
feel last night. “Come on, I brought you Chinese food. Chow mein and chicken
balls, your favorite.” Setting the bag down on the table, and the flowers on
the couch beside me, he got down on his knees and leaned his forehead against
mine. He smelled of his usual musk. “Please give me a second chance, I’m such a
jerk, and I say stupid things without thinking, you’ll forgive me, right?” He
kissed my forehead, my cheeks, my nose, and eventually my lips. “Do you forgive
me?” he asked again between kisses.


I nodded my
head, and let him take the kiss further—I couldn’t help it, he was so sweet,
kneeling on the floor with the flowers and my favorite food—how could I resist
him?


He stood up,
took my hand in his, and yanked me off the sofa, pulling me into the bedroom.
“Do want to eat, or make up?” he asked, standing in the doorway.


“Well, we
didn’t really have a fight.”


He kissed my
lips again and rubbed my hand with his thumb. My skin tingled in response. “You
were mad. I knew it when you wouldn’t talk to me all the way home.”


“Fine, I was
mad,” I said, leaning up onto my tippy-toes so I could wrap my arms around his
neck. “So dinner later, make up now.”


He grinned,
leaned down, and threw me over his shoulder. I laughed as he carried me into my
room where we made up—twice.


Afterward, I
lay snuggled up beside him with my head on his chest. “I love you, Abby,” he
said in a sigh.


I froze. Tons
of emotions came to mind at once. The strongest was surprise and happiness. I
lifted my head up to look into his eyes, smiled, then said, “Really?” He nodded
his head. “I love you too.” My voice was just above a whisper, filled with
emotion.
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A Good Day


 


 


“Hold the elevator,” I yelled at Randy, my
neighbor from 2B. I juggled the grocery bags that were filled with food to make
a nice meal for Nick. We had been dating for four months and I wanted to
celebrate. I was in a good mood; I had just gotten an advance from my publisher
after they read the first six chapters of Sammy’s Adventure. “Thanks,
Randy,” I said as he held the door for me so I could walk out ahead of him
toward my apartment.


“No problem,” he
called out as he made his way to his door.


Inside, I put
the bags on the kitchen counter and went to work. I decided to make spaghetti
for him, which was one of the few meals I could actually make. Although I was
sure if I really tried, I could cook anything. The problem was, I had no
interest. Cooking took up too much time. It was much faster to open a can or a
carton.


“You’re
cooking?” Nick asked, standing in the doorway to the kitchen, his mouth hanging
open in shock.


I tried not to
take offense to his shocked expression. I turned away from the pot of noodles I
was stirring and smirked. “And why is that surprising?”


Laying his
leather briefcase that he kept his reports in onto the table, he came over and
wrapped his arms around my waist, pulling me in for a kiss. “Because in the
four months I’ve known you, I’ve only seen you make eggs, bacon, toast, and
frozen dinners.”


I leaned into
him, basking in the warmth of his body. “Why cook when you can order in?” When
the sauce started to bubble, I pulled out of his arms to turn down the burner.
“But tonight I’m celebrating two things. One—I had a good day with my
publisher. And two—today is our four-month anniversary. Don’t worry, it’s no
big deal, I just thought I’d cook.”


Instantly,
guilt flashed over his face. “Honey, I’m so sorry, I didn’t know you planned
something special.”


“It’s no big
deal. I told you its just spaghetti.”


“I know, but
you’re so sweet to think of it. But I asked Brian and Debbie over for dinner, I
thought we could order a pizza. There’s a good game on tonight.” He stepped
away from me and opened the fridge.


Disappointment
flowed through me, but left quickly. “Debbie didn’t mention it.”


He reached in
and pulled out a beer. “Brian was going to tell her when he got home. But it’s
okay. I’ll cancel.” His face looked sincere. He was willing to change his
plans, but I knew he didn’t want to.


“No, don’t. We
haven’t spent time with them in a while. It’s great, I made enough for four.”


He grinned,
pulling me in for a quick hug and then letting me go. “Cool, I’ll just go in
and have a shower. Do I still have those jeans and my blue shirt here or did I
take them home?”


As I stirred
the sauce, I answered him absently, half listening to the soft music of Pink
that was playing in the living room. “They’re here. I washed them yesterday.
They’re hanging in my closet.” Placing the spoon on the counter, I turned to
him. “You know, you can bring more clothes over if you want, I don’t mind.
You’re here most nights anyway.”


He came up
behind me and leaned in, kissing the back of my neck, sending tingles along my
skin. “Great. I might just take you up on that. I’d better get moving, they
should be here soon,” he called out, rushing into the bathroom. When the shower
turned on, I had to resist the urge to join him. It wouldn’t look too good if
Debbie and Brian showed up to find us both soaking wet—but satisfied—with no
food to eat. I sighed as I stirred the sauce again. The scent of garlic floated
out of the oven, alerting me that the bread was done.


 


I had just finished setting the table when
I heard a knock on the door. “Come in, it’s open.”


Nick came out of
the bedroom looking fresh and sexy, his damp hair curling around his collar,
smelling of soap and cologne.


Debbie breezed
in with something in her hand. From where I stood in the kitchen I couldn’t see
what it was. “Hi, what’s that smell? Don’t tell me you cooked.” She headed
straight for the counter that separated the kitchen from the living room. Brian
followed her holding a case of beer.


“As a matter of
fact, I did,” I said. Now that she was closer to me, I saw that she was
holding a square cardboard box in her hand. “You didn’t?” I pointed to the box.


She grinned.
“Oh, yes, I did.”


“When did you
do it? Nick said they just decided after work, that’s not enough time.”


“I made it last
night and I was going to have it for dessert tonight. When Brian told me their
plan, I decided that you needed a fix.”


Pure joy filled
my entire body. “Thank you, it’s been so long since you cut me off.”


Nick, who had
been following the conversation with his head bobbing from Debbie to me like he
was watching a tennis match, raised his hands. “Wait, what the hell are you two
talking about?”


Debbie and I
shared a co-conspiratorial laugh, and then she set the box on the counter and
opened the lid, exposing the most delicious-looking cake ever. “Don’t tell me.”
I lifted my hand to Debbie, who was about to speak. “Three-layered Dutch
chocolate cake with mint chocolate icing. Oh God, I’m in heaven.”


She laughed,
running her fingers along her oversized beaded chain that hung around her neck.
She was wearing a burgundy sweater with a swooping neckline. “I know your
weakness.”


Nick gaped at
me, his brows creased in confusion. “Cake? That’s what you’re going on about?
Cake?”


How could I
explain how good her cakes were? “It’s not just cake. It’s ecstasy on a fork.”


“It’s just
cake,” Nick replied dryly, stepping out of the kitchen and taking a seat at the
table. Brian followed, falling into the chair next to him.


“You won’t say
that once you’ve tried one of Debbie Frankford’s creations,” I explained as I
sat on the other side of him. The plate in front of me was already full. I had
dished them out when I set the table. Once everyone started to eat, I
continued. “When I was Debbie’s roommate in college she used to make these
amazing cakes at home on weekends, and then bring them back for me to try. She
got me hooked, and by the end of our first year, I had put on fifteen pounds.
She had to cut me off. I haven’t had one of her cakes in months.”


Nick glanced at
Debbie. “You like to bake?”


She sighed
heavily. “I love it. It was the hardest decision going into publishing. I had a
dream of opening my own bakery, but I loved books just as much. I decided right
before college which one I wanted.”


“You picked the
right career, because if you had gone to culinary school we never would have
met.” I twirled noodles onto my spoon with my fork.


“Very true, and
I wouldn’t get to read the brilliant novel you brought in today. Seriously,
Cheryl was so excited she couldn’t wait to show Mr. Grayson.”


The music had
changed somehow to Bon Jovi, one of Nick’s favorites. The song was on low which
made conversation doable. Debbie and I discussed our day at the office while
Nick and Brian talked about a case they were working on.


“That was
really good, sweetie,” Nick said, leaning over to touch his lips to mine. He
stood up, carrying his plate into the kitchen. “Oh shit. The game’s about to
start. Brian, hurry up.” He shoved his plate in the dishwasher and slammed it
shut; there was a crash as all the dishes inside shook from the impact. I
glanced at Brian as he started shoveling his food into his mouth.


“Brian!” Debbie
scolded with laughter in her voice.


“What? The
game’s on,” he mumbled, standing up and rushing into the kitchen to put his
plate away. There was no loud crash after he put his dish inside.


Nick was
already sprawled on the couch flicking through the channels.


“Men.
What is so exciting about a bunch of guys running around chasing a ball?” I
asked, watching them with interest.


“Don’t ask me.
Come on I’ll help you clear the table since we won’t get any help from them.”
She gestured to Nick and Brian, who were already engrossed in the TV.


As we picked up
the rest of the dishes, Debbie glanced into the living room and spun around
suddenly. “Where’s your desk?” she asked me, her face a cross between shock and
concern.


I forced a
smile. “Oh, I forgot to tell you. I put it in the spare room, to make an
office.” I busied myself with the silverware instead of looking at her.


I refused to
make eye contact as she moved closer to me. “It was too crowded in there, not
enough room to relax.” I couldn’t help the quick glance I shot at Nick.


Debbie didn’t
miss the look, and followed my gaze. She scowled but stayed silent. The truth
was, it was our second fight, if you could call the night at his parents’ a
fight, but this definitely was. I didn’t want to move my work into the dreary
room, but he would not let up. I finally agreed just to shut him up.


After we
finished the clean-up, Debbie cut four slices of cake and set them on the
plates I handed her. I made some coffee to go with it. We placed it all onto a
tray and headed into the living room.


I watched Nick
as he absently took a bite of his cake, more focused on the TV than what he was
putting in his mouth. I giggled at his expression. Forgetting the game, he took
another bite. “Holy crap, this is good. It’s the best cake I’ve ever tasted.”
His eyes were glazed as he took another bite, and he closed them as he chewed,
savoring the taste. “Debbie, you definitely chose the wrong career. You could
make a killing selling these.” He swallowed the last bite. “Can I have some
more?” he mumbled with his mouth full, as he handed me his empty dish.


I laughed at
him as I took his plate to get him another piece. I was just cutting into it,
lifting it out of the box, when I heard Brian say, “Wait until you taste her
strawberry cream cheesecake.” Brian set his empty plate on the table and smiled
over at Debbie. “She made it on our fourth date. I think she was trying to buy
my love with dessert.”


I re-entered
the living room, handed Nick his dish, and sat down, focusing on my friends.


Nick laughed at
Brian. “Did it work?” he asked.


“She’s moving
in next week.”


I dropped my
fork, still enjoying my dessert. I learned long ago that if I wanted to keep my
waistline, it was best to slowly eat her cakes by savoring each bite, instead
of overindulging, which was what I wanted to do. I gaped at Debbie, my eyes
wide with shock. “Really?”


She grinned,
her hazel eyes shining with happiness. “Yes. He just asked me on the way over.”


“That’s
wonderful. That means you’ll live closer to me.” I was so excited about having
her just a block away, I had the urge to clap my hands. Back in college we were
basically joined at the hip, constantly together. Over the years, our jobs and
life interfered. We only saw each other for work and occasionally when we made
the effort to go out. And we hadn’t done that since we met our men.


“Man, are you
lucky. You can eat this cake whenever you want,” Nick mumbled as he shoved
another piece into his mouth, scraping his teeth with the spoon. I laughed at
him, and Debbie and Brian joined in. Nick, who was enjoying the cake immensely,
didn’t even notice.
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Twelve


An Old Friend


 


The next day, I decided to go for a morning
jog before I had a shower. Since it was a warm August day, I ran along the
pier. It was crowded with kids fishing, swimming, and skateboarding.


When I made it
to the end, I was out of breath and sweating, but the breeze coming off the
lake was heavenly. I sat down on a bench to rest and cool down. The wooden
bench was facing the beach. There was a set of stairs that led to the
shoreline, but I liked where I was, sitting above the activity, where I could
enjoy the view without getting sand in unwanted places.


The sights, sounds,
and smells were what attracted me to this place. There was always something
going on, and for a writer, it was a real smorgasbord of ideas for future
books. I watched a couple of gulls fight over a brown paper bag that I assumed
was filled with leftover food. Their squawks and shrieks were loud, but at the
pier, also expected.


The sound of a
human squeal drew my attention away from the fighting birds to a little girl
about one and a half years old who was wearing a pink frilly bikini. It looked
like she was wearing one of those swimming diapers, which made the frills on
her bottom’s look puffy. She was running, her tiny legs shaky in the sand as
she ran from the waves. She giggled every time the water touched her feet. Her
mother picked her up and waded in, swinging her body side to side in the water.
I could almost hear her laughter from where I was sitting. I couldn’t help the
smile that spread across my face.


“Nice view,” a
deep voice from behind me said, making me jump.


I was so
engrossed by the little girl that I hadn’t heard anyone approach. “Yes, it’s
such a beautiful day,” I agreed absently, turning my head, expecting to see a
stranger. Instead I looked up into the face of a man about my age, with pale
shaggy blond hair and bright blue eyes. The sun glowed off his hair creating a
halo of gold around the top of his head.


“Son of a
bitch, what the hell are you doing here?” I screamed in delight, jumping
into Jason’s arms. He wrapped his arms tightly around me. He still smelled of
black licorice, his favorite candy. I had missed him so much. “Why didn’t you
tell me you were coming?”


“I wanted to
surprise you.” 


I leaned back
and slapped him on the chest. His only response was to grin. “Well, you did
that. How did you find me?”


“I went to your
place and talked to Sylvia. She said that you went for a jog. I guessed where.”


I had seen
Sylvia in the hall as I was heading to the elevator; she was waiting for her
daughter to come and pick her up. They were going to her hometown to visit her
grandson. She’d be back next week. “You know me well.” I punched him in the
arm. “God, it’s good to see you. Come on, tell me what you’ve been up to since
you broke my heart.” I sat back down on the bench, pulling him down with me.


His face froze
as guilt flashed in his eyes. “You’re kidding, right?”


I laughed. “Of
course I’m kidding. You were more like my brother than my boyfriend, although I
can’t imagine a brother being as good in bed as you were.”


His lips turned
upwards into a lopsided grin. “I do remember that was the best part of our
relationship. It’s been awhile though. What do you say we go on up to your
apartment and you can refresh my memory.” He squeezed my knee, but I could see
the laughter in his eyes. He wouldn’t want to ruin the friendship we had now
with sex.


“You know, if
it wasn’t for the fact that I’m in love with another man, I’d take you up on
that.”


He frowned.
“Too bad, maybe next time. How about I take you out to dinner tonight and catch
up instead. I have to get back to the office, I was just coming from my hotel
and I thought I’d stop in and say hi. I’m only here for the night.”


I was so happy
to see him, there was no way I’d miss the chance to catch up. “Of course, what
time?”


“How’s six
o’clock? That way we have more time to talk. I’ll meet you at Frank’s?” he
asked as he stood up.


“Perfect. I’ll
see you tonight.” I watched him walk away, realizing how much I had missed him.
It might not have worked out between us but he was one of my best friends and I
still couldn’t believe he moved away to work at some fancy advertising firm in New York.


Too hyped up to
write, I decided to use up some of my energy by cleaning the apartment. By
mid-afternoon it was spotless, but I wasn’t. I still hadn’t washed away my run.
I lingered in the shower, enjoying the hot spray wash over me. I hadn’t taken a
whole day off from writing in so long; I decided to enjoy it.


I chose a
peasant-style white blouse and jeans to wear. Jason had never been picky about
what I wore. He’d be happy if I walked into the diner wearing a dress made out
of burlap. Not that Nick was overly picky, he just liked when I made an effort.
At five thirty, I wrote a note to Nick telling him where I was and who I was
with, adding that I hadn’t seen him in a while and he was just here for one
day. After locking up, I headed out to meet Jason.


Frank’s had
been our favorite diner when we were dating. He had the best burgers in town,
which was why Jason loved it. I went for the milk shakes.


I found him
sitting in the back corner booth—our favorite table. It had the best view of
the entire restaurant, and you could sit back, eat, and people watch. I hadn’t
been here since Jason left, and it was exactly the same, right down to the
overpowering smell of onions. “Well, this brings back memories,” I said as I sat
down on the ripped orange leather across from him.


He laughed.
“Remember the first time you brought me here? We were at Josie’s Bar and you
were so drunk, you only wanted a Frank burger. Nothing else would do. You made
me walk twenty blocks to get here.” He laughed at the memory, and since it was
at my expense, I just smiled and let him finish. “You were so tired, you almost
fell asleep on the table before you got the damned burger.” He laughed again,
harder this time, and at the sight of him, my grin widened. “It was the best
I’ve ever tasted.”


I joined in his
laughter as the waitress approached us. Once we were able to stop the giggles,
we both told her what we wanted and then sat back to wait. “So, are you happy
with what’s his name?” he asked me, leaning forward, his hands pressed flat on
the table in front of him.


“It’s Nick and
yes, I’m happy.”


“Good, I’m
glad.” And I knew that he was. He always wanted my happiness. It was important
to him, just as his was to me. It was hard for both of us when the job he was
offered ended up being too good to pass up. 


Once our
burgers and shakes arrived, we filled each other in on the details we had
missed. He told me about his new life in New York, the girl he’d been dating,
and his tiny Manhattan apartment. I told him about how I met Nick, about Debbie
and Brian, and about the books I had written since I had last talked to him.


When we
finished with our meal it was after nine. I wanted to go home but he convinced
me to have a drink with him at Morey’s, a bar we used to go to. While we were
there, he ran into some old friends, and we talked for hours. By the time I got
home it was after midnight. I’d only had a few glasses of wine, so I was only
tired when I opened the door to my apartment. Although it had been a long day,
it had also been an exciting one. I couldn’t help the smile on my face as I
opened the door. It widened when I saw who was waiting for me.


“Did you fuck
him?” Nick snarled from the chair in the corner of the room. He sat in the
dark, with the TV off, facing the door, like I was some perp he was waiting to
arrest.


The smile
vanished. “What are you talking about?”


“Your
ex-boyfriend. Did you fuck him? Because when I saw you, you looked pretty damn
cozy.”


I shut the
door, tossed my purse on the end table, and flicked on the light. “What does
that mean? You saw us?”


He blinked as
his eyes adjusted to the light. How long had he been sitting here? “You said
you were going to Frank’s with him. I went to see for myself. “Hurt
crossed his eyes for a second and he said, “I
couldn’t believe you would betray me like that.” Just a minute ago, I had been
in a great mood, happy from a visit with an old friend, and now this. I
couldn’t catch up. When I looked at his face I saw rage, so strong it scared
me.


“I didn’t betray
you. You should have come in. I wanted you to meet him anyway. If I was
sneaking around, would I have left a note telling you where, and who I was
with?” I shook my head. “Jesus, Nick, how could you think I would cheat on you?
I told you I loved you and I meant it. I also told you Jason was my friend.”


“One you used
to sleep with.”


“So? He is more
my friend then he ever was a lover. I told you before that we ended after only
a few months, but stayed friends much longer. He was here for the day on business
and he wanted to catch up. Do I have a fit when you hang out with your
friends?”


His eyes
narrowed and his lips turned up into a nasty smile. “If you only had dinner,
where have you been? It’s after midnight. Did you go back to his hotel and reminisce?”
His voice was so cruel that he made the word sound dirty.


I was really
tired of saying the same thing without him hearing me. It was like talking to a
wall. “I told you I didn’t cheat on you.” I sighed in exasperation, pacing in
front of him. “If you must know, I had a couple of drinks with him and we ran
into a few of his old friends. I left him there because I wanted to come home
to see you. I didn’t realize what time it was. Now if you’ll excuse me I’d like
you to leave. I don’t really enjoy being accused of lying and cheating
in one night.”


He stood up,
anger still clouding his face. “You shouldn’t have gone out with him in the
first place.” He jabbed his finger into my shoulder. My skin stung when he
pulled away. “You used to fuck him! And you thought I wouldn’t mind you
spending a night with him while I sat here twiddling my thumbs? I don’t fucking
think so!” A vein pulsed in the side of his neck as he clenched both fists at
his side.


“You know what?
I’m done defending myself. Get out.” I was surprised at how calm my voice was.
I was so mad, I wanted to scream.


He stared at me
coldly, then brushed past me roughly, knocking me back a step. He opened the
door and slammed it behind him so hard that the frame shook from the impact.


I locked the
door and put the chain up so he couldn’t come back in. Once I was safely alone,
I ran to my room and cried into my pillow until I fell asleep.
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Thirteen


Peace Offering


 


I didn’t hear from Nick for the next few
days. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that, only that I missed his face, his
voice, and yes, his body. But I was still mad at him. How could he accuse me of
such a thing? Even when he realized I didn’t cheat on him, instead of
apologizing, he said I was still wrong for going out with an old boyfriend. And
he didn’t call to apologize or even discuss the issue for three days? The more
I thought about it the angrier I became. I was trying to work on the seventh
chapter of my book and failing miserably. I had never been able to write when I
was unhappy. I finally gave up and started to clean. When that didn’t take my
mind off of my troubles, I parked in front of the TV watching old sappy movies
and eating rocky road ice cream right out of the carton.


That’s how
Brenda found me. When I didn’t answer her knock at the door she let herself in
with her key. She stood in the doorway with a concerned expression on her face.
“Debbie called, she said you haven’t heard from him in three days.”


“Nope, and I
don’t care. He accused me of cheating on him and when he realized I didn’t, did
he apologize?” My mouth was half full of ice cream, and I was waving my spoon
in the air.


“Um...well,
from your tone of voice, I’m going to guess, no.”


“No, he didn’t.
Then he said I shouldn’t have had dinner with Jason at all because I used to
date him. Only that’s not the words he used. Even though I told him where I was
and who I was with. Did he care? No. So guess what? I don’t care.” I scooped
another spoonful up and shoved it in my mouth. The spoon scraped my teeth,
making a sound that used to irritate Brenda when we were kids. She winced but
chose to hold her tongue. I felt like making the sound again, just to annoy
her. I wasn’t happy, why should anyone else be?


She moved
slowly until she hovered in front of me, her hands in the air. “Okay, sweetie,
maybe you should put the ice cream down, and we’ll talk about this.” Her voice
was soft, like she was talking a person down from a ledge.


I gaped up at
her, wondering why she was speaking to me like I was a crazy person. “Why? I’m
fine.”


Her arm shot
out. She grabbed hold of the ice cream container and pulled. I wasn’t expecting
her quick movement, and the carton almost slipped from my fingers. I gripped
the lip just as it was about to be ripped out of my hands. I probably didn’t
need any more ice cream, but I was holding on more for the principle of it. I
wasn’t a child she could boss around. I pulled back and added a cool glare. She
blinked at me and matched me glare for glare, yanking harder, finally pulling
it out of my grip. Then she smiled and disappeared into the kitchen with it. I
heard the freezer door open and then quickly close. My fingers were sticky from
the container, and I had the urge to lick them clean. Of course if I did, it
would prove her right—I was acting like a child. Instead, I wiped them on the
navy-blue boxers I was wearing.


She came back
in wearing a satisfied grin, and took a seat in an armchair. She crossed her
legs and spread her arms out on the soft chair. Her honey-colored hair was
down, falling against the back of the plush chair. She was wearing a soft blue
summer dress. “I think we have to do something to get your mind off things. So
you don’t dwell on your fight. Have you seen Mom lately?”


I leaned back
on the couch, covering myself with a velvet throw blanket, more for comfort
than warmth. “Yes, Nick and I were at her place for dinner last week.”


She frowned,
creating a wrinkle in between her eyes. “Okay, so much for getting him off your
mind.” Her foot bounced up and down on her knee as she tried to think of
something else to talk about. Before she could, there was a knock at the door,
which startled both of us. She turned to me, with a brow raised, waiting for me
to answer it. When I made no move, she shook her head, stood up, and walked
over to look through the peep hole. She spun around, her hair fanning out
behind her. “It’s him,” she hissed.


“Nick?” I
whispered back, and she nodded.


“Who is it?” I
yelled cheerfully as if I didn’t have a care in the world.


“Abby, it’s
Nick, can I come in?” I stood up, looked at myself in the mirror, and saw that
my hair was half in, half out of the ponytail I had put up this morning.
Quickly I took it out and combed through the hair with my fingers. “No,” I
shouted as I glanced down at my white tank top that was stained with chocolate
ice cream.


Panicked at the
thought of him seeing me like this, I rushed to my room and whipped the tank
off, yanking on a cute tight-fitting black top. A pair of faded jeans lay
sprawled on the floor. I grabbed them and yanked them on, covering the boxers.


“I know I don’t
deserve a second chance, but please let me in,” Nick was saying from the other
side of the door, when I reappeared. Brenda was standing against it listening.
I approached her and gestured for her to sit down.


“What do you
want?” I asked coldly after throwing the door open. His short hair was brushed
perfectly. He wore a burgundy button down shirt and dark jeans. He looked good,
and that just pissed me off. A quick glance at Brenda had him flushing with
embarrassment—good. “Um…I was wondering if I could talk to you alone, if
that’s okay.”


I squared my
shoulders, preparing to make him beg. “I’m going to have to say no. When I
tried to explain things to you, you wouldn’t listen, and you didn’t trust me.
So no, I don’t want to hear what you have to say.” I started to push the door
shut, but he stopped it with his hand, making a smacking sound against the
wood.


Brenda stood
up, her face a mix of weariness and curiosity. “Maybe I should go.”


I whirled on
her. “No, you stay, he’s leaving.” I jerked my thumb in his direction. 


Nick touched my
arm. When I looked at him about to yank his hand away, I saw how miserable he
looked. “Please,” he said softly. His eyes were tortured and pathetic. My
resolve crumbled in a pile at my feet.


I sighed,
giving up. “Okay. Brenda, I’ll call you later. Nick, you can come in.”


 


I shut the door
behind Brenda and stood leaning against it with my arms folded in front of me,
feeling anxious, angry, and unsure. “I’m waiting. You’ve got five minutes.”


“Do you want to
sit?” he asked, sounding nervous.


“No, I’m fine
here.”


He glanced
around, not sure if he should sit or stand. With a shrug he stood in front of
me and cleared his throat. “I didn’t understand what Jason was to you. I have
never been friends with an ex-girlfriend so I had no idea it could be done,
that’s stupid of me, I know.” He ran a hand roughly over his short hair “I
thought that you must be sleeping with him since I believed nobody stayed
friends after they dated. I’m sorry I put that on you. But Debbie told Brian
what your friendship with Jason meant to you. I’m so sorry I jumped to the
wrong conclusions.” He paused to gaze at me with sad eyes, started to reach his
hand out to touch me, hesitated, and then dropped it. He was unsure of my
reaction and almost looked vulnerable. It made my anger fade. “Can you forgive
me? I’ve missed you so much. I’ve been crazy without you, and it’s only been
three days. Please put me out of my misery, take pity on me.” With that, he
took a box out of the pocket of his jeans and opened it. Two shiny diamond
earrings sat in pale blue velvet. 


Without
thinking, I leaned over them. “They’re beautiful,” I said dreamily. Then I
remembered I was mad at him and stepped back. “You hurt me.” My tone wasn’t as
sharp as I had intended.


“I know, and
I’m sorry.” It helped that he looked miserable. It made my lips twitch.


“Is that a
smile?”


“Maybe.”


He smiled, and took the earrings out of the box. “Here, why don’t you
try them on?”


Oh well,
trying them on couldn’t hurt, I thought. Once I
did, and looked in the mirror, I couldn’t remember what I was mad about.
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Celebration


 


Over the next
couple of months Nick was attentive, sweet, and romantic. He told me that the
three days without me had scared him, and he would never do anything to hurt me
again. So far, he had kept his promise. On our-six month anniversary, he took
me back to Marco’s, where we went for our first date. The restaurant was
packed, as it usually was on Saturday nights, so I was surprised that we were
escorted to the same table we sat at on our first date as soon as we arrived.
“You must have called ahead,” I guessed, gesturing to the line of people
waiting to get a table.


His smile was
cocky as he sat down across from me. “It helps to know the owner. Besides it’s
a special occasion. I wanted to treat you to a nice dinner, and I had a little
help.” He gestured to Marco, who was making his way over, dressed in a slick
gray suit, holding a single red rose.


“Good evening,
Abby. You look gorgeous. That color is great on you.”


Instead of
answering, I blushed, glancing down at the dress I bought yesterday after Nick
told me of his plans. The dress was raw silk and the color of rust. It fell off
my shoulders and hugged my body nicely. My hair was down, and curled. I felt
fabulous.


Marco slid the
rose into the clear crystal empty vase that sat in the center of the table.
“Compliments of your date,” he announced with a nod toward Nick.


“Thank you,” I
said softly, glancing at both of them, feeling suddenly shy for no reason that
I could explain.


Marco grinned at
me. “Well, enjoy your meal. Let me know if there’s anything you need.” He
walked away, leaning down to a couple at a table to the left of us. He said
something to the woman, who laughed as he walked away. He was good at his job
and you could see he loved it.


“Thank you for
the rose,” I said, glancing back at my date.


Nick shrugged
as he reached out to pick up a menu, handed it to me, and then grabbed another
one for himself. “I just called Marco and asked him to put a rose on the table,
that’s all.” He opened the menu and started to read. “So, what do you think
you’ll order?” Nick asked just as the waiter brought over a bottle of
champagne.


I raised an
eyebrow at Nick; he just smiled in answer. After the waiter poured each of us a
glass, he left discreetly. “Champagne? Hoping to get lucky tonight?” I asked,
taking a sip, savoring the bubbles as they bounced on my tongue.


“I’m hoping,”
he replied, wiggling his eyebrows.


I laughed as
the waiter returned to take our order. Once again, Nick ordered for me, like he
had done since we met, but that was him. He was used to taking charge at work
and at home.


“So how was
work today? Catch any bad guys?”


He swallowed
his sip and set his glass down with a nod. “I did, in fact. Brian and I got a
lead this morning, which led to a chop shop and we found about twenty stolen
cars. So yes, we arrested the bad guys. It was a good day.” He beamed at me,
his face showing his good mood. I loved it when he was happy, it made me happy.


Pleased that he
was sharing, I held up my glass. “To putting away the bad guys.” Our glasses
chimed as they touched.


“What did you
do with your day?” he asked, the smile fading.


I leaned my
elbow on the table, resting my head on it. “The usual. I finished a chapter and
cleaned the apartment, went for a run.”


He was staring
at the rose, not really listening to my answer. “That’s good. Does that rose
smell funny to you?” he asked scrunching up his face.


Puzzled by his
sudden change in conversation, I took the rose between my fingers and pushed it
to my nose. “No, It smells fine to—” I stopped speaking when I noticed
something sparkle inside the bud. “What’s this?” I asked, pulling out something
hard. I gasped when I saw what was now in the palm of my hand. It was a ring,
and it sparkled in the candle’s glow.


“I saw this
ring and it looked so much like your locket, I knew it was meant for you. I
know this won’t be the most important piece of jewelry you own, but I hope you
will treasure it as much as your locket.” He stood up and got down on one knee.
I was frozen in my seat; I couldn’t move. The ring still sat in my hand. He
took it and held it out. “I love you, Abby. More than I knew was possible. Will
you marry me?” I was only slightly aware of the whispers and gasps of the
people around us. I was focused on the man in front of me.


Dazed by the
ring, and the romance of the moment, there could only be one answer. “Yes,” I
whispered. He smiled, took my hand, and slid the ring on my finger; it was a
perfect fit. I gazed down at my hand, admiring the ring. The band was white
gold with a lace design, weaving its way up to a cluster of diamonds. He was
right; it seemed to match my locket. Tears fell down my cheeks as I absorbed
what was happening.


He framed my
face with his hands and leaned in, pressing his lips to mine. I wrapped my arms
around his neck and held on, taking the kiss deeper. It was an amazing moment
and I wanted to show him how much I loved him. Just as his hands moved slowly
down my back, creating a shimmer of warmth spreading through my body, an
explosion of applause erupted around us, and I remembered we weren’t alone.


We pulled apart
with embarrassed smirks on both of our faces. Marco rushed over and gave me a
hug. “Congratulations,” he whispered into my ear. When he pulled away he shook
Nick’s hand. “You did good, buddy. You’re lucky you found her first.”


The night was
so magical, I couldn’t stop smiling.


 


Back at my
apartment we celebrated in my bedroom. Afterward, lying in his arms, I mumbled,
“I don’t want you to go home.”


He laughed, a
deep throaty sound that rumbled in his chest. “I won’t, I’m not going
anywhere.”


I leaned up and
looked at him; his dark eyes were satisfied and dreamy. “What do you mean?”


His eyes
twinkled in the moonlight. “Let me move in.” He pulled me in for a hug. “We’ll
get my stuff tomorrow. Or is that too soon?”


I laughed,
surprised that his bossiness always seemed so endearing. “Of course not, we can
go now if you want.”


He nodded. “No,
tomorrow’s fine. Then maybe we can stop by my parents’ and tell them our news.”


“Sure.” I
snuggled into his chest as he wrapped his strong arm around me. I felt warm and
content.


 


 






[bookmark: _Toc344035522]Chapter
Fifteen


Stranger


 


The next morning
while Nick was at his apartment packing, I called my mother and told her the
news. “Are you sure about this, honey?” That was the only response.


I paused, taken
aback by her question. “Why are you asking me that?”


“There’s just
something about him that bothers me. I can’t really put my finger on it, but
when he watches you, it seems a bit possessive.”


“Doesn’t that
mean he loves me?”


She paused. “I
think it’s more than that. I’ve seen that look before, and I don’t think it’s
love.”


I didn’t know
what to say. Her words were like a bucket of ice water dumped over me. I had
been so excited, and now she was ruining my mood. Frankly, I was a little
annoyed. “Mom, you’re just being overprotective. You bug me constantly to find
someone, and now you’re giving me grief. Why can’t you let me be happy?”


She sighed
heavily. “I’m sorry, honey. I’m happy if you’re happy. I just worry he’s…” She
clipped her words off, probably picking up on my growing agitation. Her voice
held a slight coolness now. Before I could question her, she began a story
about Justin joining a soccer team. She ended the call when there was a knock
at her door, she and hung up in a rush, without really saying goodbye. I sat
for a few seconds with the phone still in my hand and my mouth agape.


The next call I
made went a little differently. I had to pull the phone away from my ear while
Brenda screamed with delight. When she calmed down, I asked her, “Do you like
Nick, Brenda?”


There was a
short pause on the other end. “Of course I do. Why do you ask?”


I opened my
mouth to tell her what Mom had said and then changed my mind. This was a happy
day, and dwelling on my mother’s words would just ruin that. “No reason. Never
mind.”


The rest of the
conversation involved planning the wedding: the when, the who, the where, all
of which I didn’t know, since he had just asked me.


“Hold on,
Brenda,” I laughed into the phone when her voice started to hit a high decibel.
“It just happened, I don’t know anything yet. But you’ll be the first to know
when I do.” I hung up and made a similar call to Debbie. My ears were still
ringing when Nick called and told me to come and pick up some of his stuff. It
wouldn’t all fit in his car.


By the end of
the day my living room was covered in boxes, and my closet was full. Since
there wasn’t room for his furniture, he was putting the rest of his belongings
in storage. I was thankful for that, since I could barely move. It was okay
though; boxes could be unpacked and if we were really short on space, we could
use my office. I was just happy he was here.


“My mom asked
us to stop over tonight.” Nick was folding his sweats and stuffing them in an
old wooden dresser that was marked with both pen and the occasional scrapes in
the finish. It was old and had obviously been his as a child. It smelled of
dirty gym socks. Not that I was going to say that out loud. He didn’t seem to
notice and I didn’t want to hurt his feelings. It was the only piece of
furniture that would fit in my room. “I told her we had some news, so she said
to drop in for dessert and a drink.” He paused as he closed the now full
drawer. “What did your mom say?” A small smile appeared on his face. He was
happy with our news and was excited to share it with his family. I couldn’t
wipe the look off his face with my mother’s reaction.


Placing the
hanger, holding one of his dress shirts in the closet, I peeked my head out.
“Um…she said she was happy for us, of course.”


He stepped up,
wrapping his arms around my waist. His hot breath tickled my neck. “Good. I
want everyone to be as happy as I am.” His voice was deep against my ear. “We
should hurry though, it’s almost six. Do you want to go through a drive-thru on
the way over?”


I closed the
closet door, feeling a sudden craving for tacos. “Sure.”


We changed our
clothes quickly and headed out. For some reason I was worried about his
parents’ reaction. Would they act as my mother had? Or my sister and friend?
Although I was hoping for the latter, I couldn’t get my mother’s response out
of my head.


 


“Oh, I’m so happy for you both,” his mother
gushed, clasping her hands to her face then clapping them together. “I knew
that’s what you were going to tell us when you called.”


The whole family
was there. Sofia must have been busy, making calls after she talked to Nick.


They were all
happy for us—well, except Heather, who sat in the corner of the room. While
everyone hugged us and patted Nick’s back, she just sat there looking down,
picking off imaginary lint from her navy blue pants. When everyone else started
to pour drinks for a toast, she lifted her head and gazed at me. Her face was
full of sadness. When I started to walk toward her, she stood up and headed
into the kitchen. I watched her go, wondering if I’d ever be able to win her
over.


Nick’s phone
rang, bringing me back to the celebration. “Excuse me, guys, I’ll take this
outside.”


While he was
gone, Tina pulled me onto the sofa next to her. “Are you sure about this?”


I didn’t
understand the question. Wasn’t she happy for us? “Yes, I am. I love him.”


She tucked her
light brown hair behind her ear and leaned forward until she was so close I
could smell her perfume. “If you ever need anything, you call me. Okay?”


I didn’t know
what to say, so I just nodded. Did she mean she wanted to help with the wedding
plans? She patted my leg as she stood up and wandered over to her mother, who
was holding a sleeping Hannah.


Nick slipped
back into the house. His face seemed cold, his jaw locked.


“What’s wrong?”
I asked him, touching his hand as he sat back down beside me where Tina had
been.


He pulled his
hand away. “Nothing.” His voice was as cold as his expression. My heart sank. I
hadn’t heard him speak to me this way since Jason’s visit.


“Abby, would
you like to wear my wedding dress? It’s upstairs in the attic. It would be
perfect for you,” Sofia said from where she sat across from me.


The ache in my
chest deepened as a memory popped into my mind. I was eight and used to love
exploring the attic. One day I found a large cedar chest. The wood gleamed,
almost beckoning me to open it. When I did, I gasped at the layers of white
chiffon. It was the most beautiful garment I had ever seen. In my childish mind
I imagined it was the dress for an angel or a princess. I pulled it out and
managed to get all the layers over my head. Of course it was too big, but as I
stared into the gilded mirror that leaned up against an old dresser, I couldn’t
help but imagine myself wearing it when I was old enough to marry.


When my
parents, who had been looking for me, found me wearing it, I thought I was in
trouble, but my mother only smiled. My father picked me up and told me I looked
like a princess. At the time, that was a true compliment, and my chest swelled
with pride.


“Abby, are you
okay?” Sofia asked, bringing me back to the present.


I shook away
the memory and replied, “That is such a sweet offer, Sophia, but I can’t. I’m
sorry.”


She waved her
hand in dismissal. “You’re right. I’m sure you want a more modern style. What
was I thinking?” She smiled. “Have you set a date?”


I glanced at
Nick for help; his face was even colder. I stared at him, waiting for an answer
but he wouldn’t look at me. The ache in my chest deepened. “We haven’t
discussed it yet,” I finally answered.


When Sofia went into the kitchen to bring out dessert, I followed her in. “I’m so sorry about
the dress, Sofia. I’m sure that it’s beautiful, but ever since I was little, I
wanted to wear my mother’s. Since my dad can’t be there, I thought that wearing
the same dress my mother wore when they got married would make me feel closer
to him.”


She set the
bottle of wine she was holding next to the apple crisp on the counter, and
touched her hand to her heart. “Oh, honey, I’m so sorry he can’t be there for
you. You wear whatever you want. It’s your day.” She wrapped me in her arms for
a comforting hug. She smelled of cinnamon from the dessert. 


 


On the way home Nick was silent, his
expression hard as stone. Every time I asked him what was wrong he would
respond curtly, “Nothing.”


The elevator
ride was extremely long, the silence in the small compartment deafening. When
the ping rang out at our floor, I sighed with relief.


I followed him
into the apartment, stepping over to lay my jacket on the chair. I took a deep
breath, preparing to speak, hoping I could make him smile. I hated when he was
in a bad mood. “Look, I know you’re upset,” I began, turning around. He was
standing with his back to me, facing the TV. “I’m sorry I told her no, but—” My
words fell away as he spun around so quickly I didn’t see his hand fly out. I
felt it, though, as it smacked across my face. A sharp searing pain spread
before I realized what had happened. I lifted my hand up to touch my cheek that
now felt like it was burning. “Did you just hit me?” I whispered, completely
stunned.


The expression
on his face could only be described as enraged. I had never seen him this angry
before. I thought I saw glimpses, but nothing compared to this. “You’re damned
right I did. You deserve it after the way you laughed in my mother’s face. She
was trying to do something nice for you and you basically spat at her.” His
words were spoken with venom. His tone of voice stung as much as the slap
itself.


I knew the
emotions that should have passed through me—sadness, fear, pain, considering
this man was supposed to love and support me. But they were not what I felt as
I stared at him, holding my now stinging hot cheek. I was…pissed, incensed,
infuriated, furious, irate. And all other angry words in the dictionary—they
all passed through my mind. How dare he, or anyone, put their
hands on me. “I did not. I wasn’t rude, I told her I couldn’t, and that I was
sorry. Then I explained to her in private why I couldn’t wear her dress. She
understood and gave me a hug. You might have noticed if you hadn’t been in such
a bad mood.”


Some of the
anger left his face. “What was the reason?” he asked, his voice softening as
well. The fact that his mood could change that instantly, after he had just
struck me, only added to my anger. It didn’t seem to bother him that he had
just slapped me. I saw no guilt on his face.


“Go to hell,” I
yelled, running into my room and locking it behind me. Even though the pain in
my cheek was subsiding, a burning started in my chest with the threat of tears.
My breathing turned to wheezing as I fought the feeling. I paced my bedroom,
feeling trapped in my own home.


He pounded on
the door. “Abby, come on. I’m sorry, okay.” He actually sounded sorry. Even
though his voice was muffled through the door, it held a touch of remorse, but
it had no effect on me. I was too angry to fall for that.


“Get out of my
house. I will not be with a man that hits a woman. I was not brought up that
way. Get out,” I screamed. My body was vibrating with furry; my throat ached
from the strain.


“Since you put
my ring on your finger, you’re mine and I love you. I’m sorry I hit you. I
didn’t know that you explained to my mother. But I’m not leaving. We belong
together.”


Backing up a
few steps, I asked, “So if I didn’t explain to her, you wouldn’t be sorry you
hit me?”


There was
silence for a few seconds before he spoke. “I didn’t say that.”


“But that’s
what you meant.”


“Come out and
we’ll talk about it. Please.” I heard his hand brush the door.


I sat on the
bed, prepared to stay there all night. I had never been hit by a man and I
wasn’t going to let it happen again. Even as a child, I was never spanked. My
parents never believed that raising a hand to others was the way to discipline.
And having my mom and dad as role models could not prepare me for this
situation. My father was the most caring man, and would never raise his hand to
my mother, or any woman for that matter.


“Open the door,
Abby,” Nick growled, obviously losing his patience.


I ignored him,
lying back on the bed, trying to focus on the cracks in the stucco, hoping to
tune out the man in the hall. My silence made him angrier. He slammed his fist
on the door, making the wood rattle. But I was too afraid too open it.


 


The banging lasted for about an hour.
During that time I emptied his dresser and packed his suitcases. After that I
sorted my own dresser and closet, cleaned under the bed, and when I ran out of
things to do, I realized that I really had to pee. So bad that I was afraid to
move.


Walking
carefully toward the door, I leaned my ear against it, listening for the TV. It
was off, and I could hear him snoring. I opened the door slowly, worrying it
might creak; thankfully, the only sound I made was my own breathing as I
tiptoed towards the bathroom.


Just as I was
about to push open the door, Nick rushed toward me, shoving me up against the
wall. My head cracked against the drywall, giving me an instant headache. His
rage-filled eyes seared mine as he hovered inches from my face. “Don’t ever
lock me out again. You belong to me and you will do as I say. You got that?” He
was holding my wrists against the wall like a vise grip. Even though he slapped
me earlier, I was still shocked at his behavior. How could I not have seen that
he was capable of this violence? It made me angry at myself for not noticing
the signs—and there were signs. But how could I know that this would happen? He
was so normal looking, and appeared to be sweet and caring. I should have
realized that appearances can be deceiving. Of course, I would know a monster
when I saw one, but my mistake was not realizing that monsters come in all
shapes and sizes.


I couldn’t
move, so I brought my knee up sharply, hitting him right in the crotch. When he
doubled over, I took off running to the bathroom. He caught my arm, dragging me
out. I clutched at the doorjamb, trying to slip out of his hold. He yanked me
harder and I lost my grip, my fingernails scraping into the wood. My stomach
was in knots as he shoved me into the bedroom. “I love it when you put up a
fight,” he whispered into my ear. His voice was raspy, out of breath, but I
could hear the excitement in his tone.


“Please, you’re
scaring me. Why are you doing this?” I wanted to struggle more, but his fingers
were digging into my arms. They felt like needles piercing my skin.


“Next time I
tell you to open the goddamn door, you’ll do it, won’t you?” As he walked me to
the bed, he noticed the suitcases. “What’s this? Am I going somewhere?” His
voice was cruel and taunting.


Fear sliced
through me, not replacing the anger; it was still there, but buried under the
panic that was now smothering me. “Nick, please calm down, so we can talk.”


He smirked at
me and pushed me down onto the bed. “Oh, I’ll talk, all right. You think you
can get rid of me after you accepted my ring.” He laid his body onto mine. “I
love you, baby. Let me show you.” Holding my wrists, he bent down and crushed
his lips to mine, shoving his tongue into my mouth. I bit it and turned my face
away, expecting to be hit again. Instead, he laughed. He shoved my pants down,
and then his. Pushing him away didn’t work, so I screamed, the fear now slicing
though my chest. He didn’t seem to hear me; his eyes were glazed with a mixture
of excitement and anger. I sobbed as he slid inside me.


 


Tears ran down
my cheeks as he lay sleeping, spent from emptying into me. The love I had for
him was replaced by fear and hate.
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Help!


 


The next morning, I pretended to sleep
while he got dressed for work. I heard the zipper of his jeans and the ruffling
of material as he yanked on a shirt. The smell of my laundry soap hovered in
the air. I held my breath, waiting for him to leave. He didn’t.


He sat on the
edge of the bed beside me and laid his hand gently on my leg. The touch was
meant for comfort; coming from him it felt dirty. “I know you’re not sleeping,
sweetie. I’m sorry I got kind of rough last night, but I had some bad news. I
was in a really bad mood, and you shouldn’t have run from me.”


I sat up in
bed, gaping at him. “What bad news?”


He pulled his
hand back, resting it on his jean-clad knee. “The call I got last night was
about the case I’m working on. It turns out that the suspect got out on bail
and the district attorney says we don’t have enough to hold him. We’ve been
working on this case for months. I was pissed.”


I blinked at
him. A buzzing sound started in my head, I was so mad. “Let me see if I
understand. Because you were angry about your job, you hit me and then raped
me.” I tilted my head at him, trying to keep my voice even. “Did I get it
right?”


His eyes
flashed as he leaned forward. I leaned back, away from him. Fear sparked and
began to spread though me as the look in his eyes reminded me of last night
just before he slammed my head against the wall. My resolve started to crumble
“Oh, come on, how can I rape my fiancée? It’s like a wife. You’re obligated to
give it to me when I want it. And I wanted it last night.”


I stared at him
in sheer disbelief, my eyes so wide I thought they’d pop out of my head. “Who
are you?” I whispered, feeling the hairs on the back of my neck rise. How could
I have missed this in him? This was not the man I fell in love with. I couldn’t
be with him. Hopefully I could calmly explain my thoughts without causing a
scene. The Nick I knew had some sense in him. I couldn’t believe that it had
been all fake. “I’m sorry, but you’re not the person I thought you were. I
can’t marry you.” To make my point, I pulled off the ring and held my hand out.
The ring lay in the center of my palm.


His eyes
narrowed. “Honey, I don’t have time to argue. I’ll see you when I get home.”
Was it his tone or his words that made me feel like a disobedient child? Did he
not hear a word I said?


“No, you won’t.
I want you gone.” Despite my strong words, my voice shook with fright.


He stood up and
shrugged. “You said you would marry me. That’s a commitment that I’m going to
hold you to, no matter what it takes. I’m not going to let you ruin what we
have.” He took the ring that I was still holding and grabbed my wrist,
squeezing so hard I spread my fingers out. He shoved the ring on roughly, and
the band dug into my knuckle. “And remember, this wouldn’t have happened if you
hadn’t run from me. How was I supposed to act? I love you. All I wanted to do
was show you.” Then bending down, he kissed my forehead as if none of last
night ever happened.


If he thought
that I was just going to live with a man who thought he could beat me when he
was in a bad mood, he’d got some waking up to do. My parents, especially my
father, taught me to stand up for myself and to never let anybody hurt me. I
only hoped my father wasn’t watching me right now. It would kill him all over
again to see his daughter suffer the way I had last night.


Once I was
safely alone, I stood in front of the bathroom mirror and studied my face. My
right cheek was red but was starting to fade. My wrists, where he held me down,
were gray with a slight shade of purple. My upper arms were marked with tiny
bruises where he held me in the bedroom. These were black, the shape of his
fingers. And I also had a throbbing headache from when he slammed it against
the wall. I took pictures of my arms and wrists and then got dressed. After I
was ready, I grabbed my purse, pulled on my sunglasses to hide the redness, and
left my apartment to make sure this never happened again. My father would turn
over in his grave if I didn’t fight back.


 


“I’d like to
speak to Captain Hennessey, please,” I said to the officer at the front desk. I
was standing at the police station closest to my place, and it just happened to
be where Nick worked, but thankfully when I looked around I didn’t see him. The
only other station was on the other side of town, and who was the captain
there? Nick’s father. Even though Nick worked here, the captain wasn’t related
to him, and the few times we had met, he seemed like a good, fair man. And
right now, he was my only hope.


The room was a
buzz of activity, filled with police and civilians like myself. The phones rang
constantly, and voices carried throughout the room. It was loud and chaotic.
The officer hung up the phone then told me to go on in. He pointed to an office
at the end of a long hallway. I began making my way down the hall where he
pointed, feeling like I was about to vomit; my stomach was in knots.


I kept my head
down, hoping no one would notice me. I didn’t know many of Nick’s co-workers,
but I had met a few. As I gazed down at the floor, I counted sixty-eight tiles
before I reached the captain’s office. I knocked softly and then opened the
door when I heard his voice.


“Abby, how are
you?” the captain asked from behind a large, messy wooden desk. He was a kind
man that I had met a few times. He was balding, his cheeks were always rosy,
and his big belly reminded me of Santa Claus. He sat back in his swivel chair,
a steaming cup of coffee in his hand.


“Hi, Captain,”
I said nervously, avoiding his question. The air in here smelled of Old Spice
and coffee. I glanced around the room. The walls were covered with pictures of
the captain with different people. My stomach dropped when I saw one of him and
Nick’s father with their arms around each other, both of their faces wearing
wide grins.


“It’s Phil,
remember?”


I spun around
to face him, feeling guilty for some reason. “Right, Phil.” I took a seat
across from him in the cushioned chair, fiddling with my purse, suddenly very
nervous.


He watched me
fidget in my seat, as if he was looking for clues. “What can I do for you,
Abby?”


I pulled my
sunglasses off and by his blank expression, the redness had faded. But I wasn’t
finished. I unzipped my hoodie and pulled it off. I was wearing a tank top
underneath so my bruises were clearly visible.


His eyes
furrowed with concern. As he sat his coffee down on the desk, the liquid
sloshed inside the mug. He leaned forward. “What happened?” he gasped.


Before I could
say a word, a tear fell down my cheek. I swiped at it, hoping to hide it. I did
not want to cry. “Nick,” I finally managed to say.


His jaw
tightened, and he sat back in his chair. He picked up a pen and tapped it
against the desk. Taking a breath, he simply said, “Tell me.”


So I did. I
told him everything, and unfortunately, I wasn’t able to hold the tears in. I
whispered the part when Nick forced himself on me. When I finished I glanced at
him, waiting for him to react. He didn’t, he just sat there. The only movement
I could see was a vein on the side of his neck throb.


When he finally
did move it was to stand up. “Stay here, I’ll have someone bring you in a
beverage. I won’t be long.”


And then he was
gone, and I was left alone in the quiet office.


 


I sat there for about half an hour
twiddling my thumbs. The only noise in the office was his old-fashioned wall
clock that looked like it had been on the wall for about fifty years. An
officer would walk by occasionally and when they saw me, their eyes would widen
with interest, but no one dared to enter the captain’s office without his
permission.


I was about to nod off in my chair—my
eyelids kept closing and my head suddenly felt like it weighed a hundred
pounds—when the door opened. I sat up, startled.


The captain
moved slowly to his chair and sat down.


He sighed
heavily folding his hands in front of him. “He says you’re lying.”


My heart sank
and I closed my eyes while his words sank in. I should have known better. What
was I thinking coming here? Nick wasn’t going to admit it. I opened my eyes and
gazed at him, searching his face. But it was blank. He showed no emotion,
taking no sides. The only way I knew that he was actually feeling something was
his eyes; they were sad.


“Of course he
would say that, but how did he explain this?” I asked, pointing to my arms.


“He said you
had sex, and it got a little rough.”


Rage twisted
inside me. That lying sack of shit!!! “Are you serious? You’re not going
to do anything about this?” I cried, louder than I had intended.


His lips
pressed together, creating tiny worry lines at his eyes. “Look, I’m sorry.
There’s nothing I can do. I can’t ruin a man’s career without proof.”


“Proof? I told
you he did it, and I have the marks.”


“I’m sorry,” he
said again, and from his tone I could tell that he wouldn’t help me. I was on
my own.


I sat still,
waiting for something more, but that was all he would say. He just sat there
looking down at his desk. I felt lost, helpless. What was I supposed to do when
the people sworn to protect me refused to help? My eyes started to burn with
the threat of tears, and since I would not let anyone else see me cry, I stood
up. “Fine,” I yelled and rushed out of the room


Nick sat in an
office across the hall, and from the look on his face he wasn’t going to be
happy when he saw me next. I rushed out of the station before he could catch
me. I needed to protect myself, since no one else would. I was on my own. As
soon as he got home I knew he would make me pay for what I had done. I had seen
it in his eyes while he glared at me. There was only one thing I could do. RUN!
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Seventeen


Defeated


 


I rushed home, packed two suitcases, my
laptop, and the pile of money I had stashed for rainy days, and ran down to the
parking garage. I needed some time away. I could go stay at a hotel somewhere
or rent a place for a few weeks and give him some time to cool off, time to get
over me. We had made a mistake, and I had to believe that in time, he would see
that.


The sky was
dark, filled with gray clouds as I pulled the car out of the underground
parking lot. I sat idly for a few seconds contemplating where to go. I hadn’t
thought this through; I just knew I couldn’t be at the apartment when he got
home. There was no time to plan. Where could I go? New York popped in my head.
It was so big, it’d be easy to get lost in the crowds. Or I could go to Canada. The border was only an hour away. I had never been there, and now was the perfect
chance. But I had left my passport up in the apartment and I couldn’t go back
for it. I didn’t have the time. So that left New York.


Now that I had a
destination, I tuned right onto Seaman and started to drive. I had just passed Watertown when I called my mom to tell her I was going away for a few weeks. I regretted it
when she started to question me. Finally I just made up a lie about going to New York for work, and hung up. I didn’t call anyone else. If someone was looking for me,
she could tell them I was away.


As I drove, I
thought about Nick, trying to see why he would have acted so violently. Had I
provoked him in any way? He said he wouldn’t have done it if I hadn’t run away
from him. Maybe that was true. I probably should have stayed and talked to him,
calmly. But I was so shocked after he slapped me, I wasn’t thinking straight.
So much had changed in the last twenty-for hours. Yesterday I had woken up in
his arms, happy and content. How could things have gone so wrong? I just didn’t
understand. I was confused about my feelings for him. He had hit me, and turned
into a different person, but how could I forget how much I loved him just one
day ago? My emotions were in turmoil. It was good I was going a way for a
while. It would give me time to think.


Just as I passed
  Syracuse, lights flickered in my rearview mirror. As I looked up, my stomach
dropped to the floor of the car. There was a police cruiser coming up behind me
at top speed. It was Nick, I knew it. But how could he have found me? Would my
mother have told him? Not likely. She didn’t like him. The car got closer, but
I didn’t pull over. I was too afraid. I kept driving, hoping it was a different
cop and that they would pass me.


Headlights
flashed behind me making me look through my mirror again, and now I could no
longer deny who it was. There was no mistaking the cold dark brown eyes that
glared at me. Fear ripped through my chest, stabbing me like a knife. Maybe I
could talk to him, reason with him. He’s always been so sweet. Maybe it really
had just been a bad day? My hands shook as I turned the steering wheel off to
the side of the road.


I watched him
get out of the cruiser and moved toward me. When I rolled the window down, he
bent his head into the car. “Where are you going, Abby?” His voice was clipped,
holding in his anger.


I thought of
lying, telling him I was just going shopping in Syracuse, but if he looked in
the trunk, he’d know the truth. “I need to go to New York for work for a few
weeks. I was going to call you when I got there.”


He narrowed his
rage-filled eyes. “Really, then why didn’t you mention it when you saw me at
the station after your talk with the captain?” I could feel anger coming off
him in waves.


“Fine, I needed
to get away to think things over. I was going to come back. I swear.”


“I don’t believe
you.” He leaned in and grabbed my left hand, squeezing so hard he cracked my
knuckles. “You were running because you were afraid of me. Abby, I wouldn’t
hurt you if you hadn’t gone to the station. Why do you keep provoking me? I
love you, why are you trying to fight me?”


“I...I’m sorry.”
I swallowed the lump of fear that burned my throat. “How did you find me?”


His eyes flicked
to my cell in the center console so quickly I almost missed it. But I had seen
it, and I knew he had tracked me by my phone. “I have my ways. I’m a cop. You
will never be able to go anywhere without me finding you.”


I was at a loss
for words. This was a new side of him. I didn’t want to provoke him, so I
closed my mouth and didn’t say anything.


He leaned in
through the window and yanked the keys out of the ignition. “Come on, get in my
car. I’ll have yours towed to the apartment.” He opened my door and glared at
me, the vein in his neck throbbing. He was beyond pissed. I knew if I tried to
run, he would catch me. I grabbed my purse and the bag next to me. He opened
the trunk and pulled out the rest of my belongings, stashing them in the trunk
of his cruiser. Then he put me in the front seat of his car. 


Once he slid
into the driver seat, he started it without a word. The silence in the small
space was palpable. With each passing mile my fear deepened. I needed to calm
him down somehow. I didn’t know what to say though. I had never been in this
situation before. It wasn’t until we passed Watertown that I built up the
courage to speak. “Nick, I’m sorry, okay. I know I shouldn’t have left, or gone
to the station, but I only did it because I was so shocked about last night.”
The throbbing in his neck remained. His jaw was locked; his eyes never left the
road ahead.


Knowing that at
least for now I was stuck with him, I needed to get through this. I had
obviously screwed up by leaving without a plan. It didn’t occur to me that he
could trace my cell—and my car, he’d have no problem finding that. He knew my
plate numbers. What was I thinking, earlier? He was a cop. The only way I could
get away from him was if I was careful. I knew that now. But in the meantime I
had to get through this day.


I reached over
and placed my hand on his knee. “I really am sorry. I shouldn’t have left. You
must have been worried.” The words felt like glue in my mouth, I didn’t mean
them and I was afraid that he would sense that.


Finally he
turned to face me, his eyes softening to a cool breeze. “I was. I care for you,
Abby, and I hate when we fight.” He didn’t say another word, but for some
reason, I had hope. I knew in his own way he did love me. I just had to bide my
time until I could get away for good.


He parked in the
underground lot and led me to the elevators, gripping my arm as though he
thought I’d run. Where would I go? He just proved that wouldn’t work.


As soon as he
shut the door behind us, he tossed my bags onto the floor. And in a move so
fast I didn’t see it coming, he had me up against the wall with his hand around
my neck, choking me. I couldn’t breathe, his grip was so tight. I thought this
was the end. All I could focus on was the smell of his strong cologne and his
beady eyes. He leaned in and whispered in my ear, “If you ever pull something
like you did today again, I will kill you. Remember, I’m a cop; I know how to
kill discreetly. Do you understand me?” he asked, looking me in the eyes.


I nodded,
unable to speak.


“Good.” He
released me from his grip. I fell to the floor, leaning on my hands and knees
coughing and wheezing, trying to get my breath back. I looked up at him to see
him smiling down at me. “Now that we understand each other, let’s order some
pizza.” His voice sounded cheerful as he clapped his hands together.


During dinner,
I was the typical doting spouse. I served him, I smiled. I listened to him
complain about work, I even kept my mouth closed when he grumbled about the
problems I had caused at the station. I frowned, told him again how sorry I
was, and rubbed his arm. When a smart comment came to my mind, it was replaced
by an image of his hands around my neck and his threat that he would kill me.
For that reason alone, I bit my lip and apologized, knowing that from this day
on I was going to plan, and I’d be smart this time. No matter how long it took.


 


That night in
bed, I woke to the sound of deep raspy sobbing, and a shaking body pressed
against me.


I blinked my
eyes opened. It was still dark, and I was in bed. Nick was the one leaning over
me. “I’m so sorry. I love you, I don’t want to hurt you. I’ll try harder, I
promise. I don’t know why I do it. You’re everything to me.” His voice was so
sincere, the pain audible. He rubbed the back of my head lovingly as he sobbed
into my shoulder, his tears making my cheeks damp. He leaned up and pulled at
my tank top, and started to kiss the bruising around my neck and shoulder. His
lips brushed the tender skin, his cool breath washing over my heated irritated
flesh.


Did he really
feel sorry for what he did? Did he really love me as he said? The pain was so
real in his eyes and voice that maybe he really would never do it again. He did
genuinely sound like he regretted it. “Please say you forgive me, and we’ll
start again. I can’t lose you. When you left today, I was so angry, but what
was worse was that my heart broke at the thought of not having you in my life.”
His soft kisses moved up my neck, to my chin, and then my lips.


Could I trust
what he said? Should I give him a chance? The pain he felt was real, I knew
that. I almost felt sorry for him. “Please,” he begged against my lips, “I need
you.” His voice was edged with sorrow. My heart ached at the sound of it.
Before I knew what was happening, I kissed him back, grief and sadness turning
to need. Need for the love we shared, need to erase the last few days. He
kissed me hungrily, and in that kiss I felt his sorrow and pain, and all I
wanted was to make it better. We made love, and afterwards I lay wrapped in his
arms. “I love you, Abby. Please don’t leave me again,” he whispered as he fell
asleep.


 


The next morning
he was happy and loving as he said goodbye to me at the door. I had hope that
he just had a bad couple of days. Maybe it wouldn’t have gone as far as it did
if I hadn’t run after he slapped me, or if I hadn’t went to the station. I
wasn’t ready to give up my plan to leave, not yet. But maybe I could give him
another chance. It’s not like I could run tomorrow. I had to plan it, make sure
he wouldn’t find me again. And he seemed so sorry and so happy that I was here.
What if it really was just a one-time thing?  Maybe I could put the idea on
hold, give him one more shot. If he did it again, then I would continue my
plan.


 


It lasted a
week. One night as I was dishing out Chinese food onto plates, he came in the
door and slammed it. And when he saw what I was doing he yelled at me for not
making him a home-cooked meal. I stared at him in shock. He knew I didn’t cook,
and had told me that he found that cute. I froze with a big spoon in my hand,
not knowing what to do. He stomped toward me, his eyes cold, jaw locked. The
furious glare he gave me was the only hint I needed to know that he was never
going to change.


His hand shot
out before I realized he’d moved, slapping me on the back of the head. Pain
shot through my skull, but I didn’t react to it. I bit my tongue, holding back
the curse and reminding myself not to make it worse. “What’s wrong?” I asked,
feigning concern for him after he slapped me.


“Nothing, just
get me a beer.”


It got worse. By
the time I went to bed, my upper arms were bruised again, and I was pretty sure
my wrist was sprained, making it impossible to write.


When Nick left
for work the next day, I stood in front of the mirror and stared at my face. I
looked defeated, trapped, with nowhere to go. The expression reminded me of
something. I had seen the look on someone else before, but who? As I gazed at
my eyes that appeared colorless, I realized what I had been missing. Now it all
made sense.


A few hours
later there was a knock at my door. I opened it to see Heather waiting in the
hallway looking uncomfortable. Her brown hair was down, cascading over her
shoulders and back, but it looked messy, like all she had time for this morning
was a quick brush-through. She was wearing an oversize coat and dark blue
jeans. Her skin was as pale as it always was. “Okay, I’m here. What do you
want?” She took a step inside, but stood as close to the exit as possible.


Closing the
door, I took her fluffy blue coat, hanging it up on the coat rack, and gestured
to the dining room table. “Come in and sit down. Would you like a glass of
wine?”


She hesitated,
giving me a cautious glance, but took the seat I was pulling out for her.
“Sure, I’ll have one.” She glanced around the apartment, knotting her fingers
together anxiously as I poured two glasses of wine.


Her posture was
guarded when I returned with the drinks and sat down next to her. I could smell
her perfume. She took a sip and glared at me, waiting for me to say what I had
called her over for. I tasted the wine as well, savoring the bubbles on my
tongue, searching for courage, and then finally set my glass down. “When did
Rob start hurting you?”


I was expecting
her to be shocked—she wasn’t. Her eyes were blank as she gulped her drink. When
she swallowed, she asked, “How soon was it for you? As soon as he got the ring
on your finger, or when he moved in?”


“Oh, he waited
a day, until he moved in, making it harder for me to get rid of him,” I
answered, leaning back in my chair. “So, why didn’t you tell me? “


“Because my
kids need a mother and if I told you, Rob would kill me. And I hoped that I was
wrong about Nick. I didn’t know he’d be like his brother. He’s never really
been in a serious relationship.” She paused, holding her wine glass in her
hand. “Besides, I did try to warn you at the baseball game.”


“You did, only
I didn’t understand. Until I saw the look on my face this morning, and
remembered I had seen it before, on you.”


“What look
would that be, fear, humiliation, hate?”


“Defeat. I
don’t want to be with him, but I don’t know how to get out of it. That’s what I
see when I look at you.”


She sighed,
pushing a lock of hair out of her eyes as she leaned back in the wooden chair.
“It started with us after we were married, but we didn’t live together until
then. It was such a shock. He wasn’t like that at all before then. Sure, there
were signs, but nothing compared to what he became. He said I was his wife now
and I belonged to him.” She took a long gulp of her wine, finishing it off.
“Like I’m a goddamn TV or something. They see us as a possession.”


I got up and
went to the kitchen to fetch the bottle. When I returned, I poured her more.
She nodded in thanks, a small smile on her lips.


“Why didn’t you
leave him?” I asked, rubbing the bottom of my wine glass with my finger. Since
it was crystal, it made a high-pitched sound.


“I loved him,
and he said he loved me. And every time he hit me, he was so sorry after. He
would always beg my forgiveness and bring me gifts. I know it sounds crazy, but
he’d get so torn up about what he did to me, I ended up feeling sorry for him.”
I widened my eyes in shock. “I said it sounds crazy.” She waved her hand in the
air. “Anyway, then I got pregnant, and I hoped once Bobby was here, he would
change. Of course he didn’t and I never would have had Nicky if he hadn’t
hidden my birth control pills. He wanted a boy. I didn’t want to bring another
child into the madness. I love Nicky with all my heart, but he’s another reason
why I can’t leave.”


“It can’t be
good for them to see it though.” My heart was heavy for those poor kids. To live
in a home with abuse was just awful...I couldn’t imagine the damage it could do
to them. It made me appreciate my own upbringing all the more.


She scowled.
“Rob usually waits until they’re in bed or when they’re not home, but they
know, they’re not stupid.”


“Well, I need
to do something because there’s no way in hell I’m marrying him now. But he
won’t leave. I told him it was over, I even went to the station to get a
restraining order. The captain said I had no proof since Nick denied it and
made up an excuse for the bruises.” I kept the fact that I had run to myself.


Her eyes
widened to the size of golf balls. “Wow, you actually reported him?” She shook
her head. “You’re braver than I am. He always told me he’d kill me if I did
that. Since he’s a cop and his father and brother are cops, I figured I was
screwed.” She bent down, holding her head in her hands. “Sometimes I feel so
trapped.”


My chest ached
for her, even though I was now in the same situation, but I didn’t have kids,
which made leaving him a little easier. “You could go to a shelter, and maybe
they could help you. You know, leave so he can’t find you.”


She looked up
and smiled sadly at me. “I went to a shelter once. He found me...” She trailed
off as her eyes took on a far-off look. I could only imagine what happened
after he found her. “I can’t leave. I can’t put the kids through that, life on
the run. But you should, you don’t have any children.”


I sighed. “I’ve
thought about it. But like Rob, he told me he’d kill me.”


She shook her
head, her lip twitching. “They’re good with threats, aren’t they?”


I nodded,
leaning back in my chair, feeling as trapped as she did, and frustrated because
I couldn’t help her. I just wished there was a solution for both of us. “Does
Tina know? That first night I met Sofia, I heard her and Nick arguing about
me.”


Her lips turned
up into a grin, her eyes flashing. “Yeah, she knows. She tried to help me in
the beginning, but Sofia told her to stay out of it.” When I gaped at her, my
mouth filled with wine, she shrugged. “What do you expect? Their father did it,
why wouldn’t his sons?”


I swallowed
hard. “Carlo hits Sofia?”


“Yep, I once
asked her why she allowed it. She told me that he had a stressful job and
sometimes he couldn’t help it. But what he was doing was important, so she just
accepts it.”


I froze, my
eyes still glued to her, my hand clutched to the arm rest of the chair. “Oh my
God, that’s crazy,” I gasped. “Nick said something like that the first time he
hit me.”


Heather
swallowed the last of her wine and started to rise. “Well, I should go before
Rob finds out I was here. He’ll think we were plotting against him.” She made
her way to the door and put on her coat, then paused with her hand on the knob,
her shoulders heavy with guilt. “I’m sorry I didn’t do a better job of warning
you, and that you’re mixed up in this.”


I nodded,
wishing she had too, but I would never say that, it wasn’t her fault. I should
have paid more attention to the signs—his short temper and horrible jealous
streak. “If you need anything, let me know.”


She smiled as
she walked out and shut the door behind her.


The sudden
silence in the apartment, after what we had just discussed, felt like a living
pulse of loneliness.


I stowed the
leftover wine in the fridge and rinsed out our glasses. I didn’t want Nick to
know I had company. Then I plopped down in front of the TV and thought about
our talk. It only added to my resolve to run, and as soon as I had all my ducks
in a row, I was gone. My only regret was my family and friends. I would miss them
so much but I knew that they would want a better life for me, and that wasn’t
here.
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Eighteen


The Plan


 


As the weeks turned into months, I learned
how to avoid arguments with Nick. It was more of a trial and error thing. As
long as dinner was on the table, he’d be happy. In order to avoid him, I
started taking my run right after dinner was ready. By the time I came home he
was finished eating and was involved in a game on TV, so I could slip into the
bedroom unnoticed. I was safe until he came to bed and wanted to make love. I
let him do what he wanted, usually pretending he was someone else to make it
more bearable.


My plan
sometimes didn’t work. If he had a bad day, anything could set him off. I
didn’t order the right food. I wasn’t there when he got home or I didn’t wash a
shirt he wanted to wear. These fights usually ended up with me crying myself to
sleep and waking up with bruised wrists, back, or legs, like the time he kicked
me in the shin because I was blocking the game. And like clockwork, he’d
apologize, with flowers or jewelry. I woke twice more with his nighttime
painful apologies; the difference was, I no longer believed him. But I would
never admit this to him. Grin and bear it was my new motto.


Two months
after I decided to run, I was almost ready to go. I was heading to Canada. I just had to pick a destination. I was thinking of Toronto. It was big, like New York, crowded enough to get lost in. The day before I planned to put everything in
action I received a call from Brenda. My mom had taken a fall at work. I was
panicked at first, worried about my only parent, but was assured that it was
just a broken leg. The problem was she would need help at home, so Brenda
wanted to take turns helping her. This meant I had to wait to leave. I couldn’t
help feel the sting of tears. I had been so close to freedom, and now I had to
wait. I didn’t blame my mother, it wasn’t her fault. I was just frustrated.


Nick didn’t
take the news well. He didn’t like me spending so much time with my mom. The
only way I could settle him down was to promise I’d be home when he got back
from work. I was hoping I could take the day shifts, Brenda the evenings.


 


As the weeks of
my mother’s care flew by, I lived a double life. I felt free with her during
the day, and hated returning home. At night, I never left the apartment. Nick
didn’t want me to go out much. He said it was because he wanted me all to
myself, but I wasn’t an idiot. The typical response of an abuser was to isolate
the woman from their family and friends. But honestly, I didn’t mind. I was
ashamed that I had allowed my life to turn out this way, and I couldn’t face
them. So at night, I isolated myself from my former life. My apartment became
my prison, Nick my jailer. I was a shell of the woman I once was. And my mother
noticed. I lied to her every day. She asked me frequently if I was okay. And I
answered that I was fine each time.


I enjoyed my
time with her. I kept busy doing the chores she couldn’t, and when I was
finished, we’d play cards. She became my escape, the only one outside of Nick
that I saw.


And when she
got better, I was all alone.


Months flew by
and there always seemed to be a reason that I couldn’t leave—Christmas,
birthdays, Justin’s or Hayley’s recital or school play—there was always
something and before I knew it, it was the New Year and I was still miserable,
living a life feeling trapped and hopeless.


One afternoon
in early February, I was sitting on the couch double-checking my list of things
that needed to get done before I left, when there was a knock at the door. I
got up, glancing quickly in the mirror hanging on the wall to check for
bruises. Nick was careful not to mark any skin that showed, but I liked to make
sure just in case. Nick hadn’t hit me in over two weeks, and it was making me
anxious. Since my face was clean, I opened the door to find Debbie leaning
against the doorjamb looking pissed.


“You’ve been
avoiding me,” she said, stomping into the living room and collapsing onto the
sofa. She was right, of course, I was avoiding everybody. If it wasn’t for
special occasions I would never see my family. I picked up my list and turned
the page before she saw what was on it.


Her curly
cinnamon-colored hair was up today. The rust-colored blouse she was wearing was
low cut, and her black pencil skirt showed off her legs. She was glowing. Brian
must have been good for her. I was both happy and jealous at the same time.
“So, what’s going on with you? You don’t return mine or Brenda’s phone calls.
You haven’t been handing in any more chapters. I haven’t heard anything about
the wedding, and neither has Brenda. Either you’ve picked other bridesmaids, or
you’re not planning at all.” She kicked my slippered foot that was resting on
the coffee table. “So come on, which is it?” She set her bag down beside her on
the floor.


I moved my
foot, folding it under me. “Nothing’s going on. I haven’t started planning the
wedding, but I have lots of time. And I’ve decided to take a break from
writing. I never take time off. I think I’m entitled, don’t you?”


She narrowed
her eyes, studying me. “Well, yes I think you’re entitled. Wasn’t it me telling
you before you met Nick that you worked too much?” She leaned forward and
placed her hand on my knee. Her touch was comforting. It had been so long that
I was touched without wincing. “But you haven’t written in four months. That’s
not like you. Something’s wrong, and I’m not leaving until you tell me.” She
pulled her hand away and sat up straight.


I folded my
arms in front of me, suddenly panicked. She couldn’t know my secret. I was to
ashamed. “I told you, I’m fine.”


“I didn’t want
to have to do this, but you leave me no choice.” She opened her bag and pulled
out a small container. Lifting the lid, she revealed my favorite cake. Damn
it, she played dirty. “Three-layered red velvet, with cream cheese icing
and chopped pecans. It’s your favorite. Now tell me what’s wrong or I’m taking
this home.”


I breathed in
the sweet smell of chocolate, fighting the urge to grab the container from her
hand. Instead, I looked away, my mouth watering. “No thanks, I’m not hungry.”


I saw her face
change from a teasing smile to worry—lines formed between her eyes, her lips
pressed together. Standing up, she pulled me into her arms. I held on tight,
craving her warmth. The smell of her kiwi-scented shampoo reminded me of when
we were roommates. “Abby, you are my best friend. I’ve known you since college.
We’ve been through everything together. Now please tell me what’s wrong.” Her
voice was soft, pleading. It made me feel good that she cared so much. It was
true what she said. We had always been close, and if our situations were
reversed, I would do the same thing. But I just couldn’t open up to her. I had
to face this alone. I couldn’t bring anyone I cared about into this.


I pulled away
from her, about to answer, but she stopped me before I could. “Don’t say it’s
nothing, because I know you.” I stepped away, sitting back down on the
armchair. She stood in front of me with her hands on her hips. “Is it Nick, are
you having second thoughts?”


I looked down,
picking at my yoga pants, and stayed silent.


“Okay, so
that’s a yes. Did he cheat on you?”


“No,” I
answered softly, worried that she was about to guess the real problem.


“Well, what
then? Did he kill someone? Is he a cross-dresser? Is he gay? Is he a jazz
singer in Vegas?”


A laugh slipped
out. “No, of course not, don’t be silly.” It felt good to laugh, I hadn’t done
so in a long time.


“Well, what is
it then? Because I know he doesn’t hit you.” And again, I looked down,
fingering the material on my pants. This time she grabbed my chin, lifting it
so I would look at her in the eye. “Abby, you tell me he doesn’t hit you.” I
pulled my head out of her hands and stood up, moving over to the window. I
looked down at the street and watched Spencer hailing a cab for Mrs. Lancaster
in 3B. I couldn’t stand the pain and concern that crossed Debbie’s face. If I
saw it another second I would lose it.


“That son of a
bitch, I’m going to kill him.”


I turned back
around to face her, hoping my expression was blank. I couldn’t break down in
front of her.


“Don’t you
worry about a thing, because the next time I see that asshole, he’s a dead
man.” She started pacing the living room.


I laughed. The
thought of Debbie hurting anyone made me giggle. I had seen such violence over
the last four months, for some reason I found it funny that she thought she
could hurt anybody. She just didn’t have it in her. And that was a good thing.
“Oh yeah, Debbie you’re so tough.” I don’t know why I was smiling. Maybe I was
relieved that she finally knew, or maybe I was starting to go insane.


She stopped
pacing and pointed at me. “What I want to know is why the hell you’re still
with him.”


The urge to
laugh subsided replaced by apprehension. “Debbie, I can’t talk about this. I’m
handling it, I’ll be okay.”


“What do you
mean handling it? Because it had better mean you’re going to cut his balls off
and shove them in his mouth.”


This time I
laughed so hard tears ran down my cheeks. God, I missed her.


Wiping the
tears away, I sat down on the sofa and pulled her down with me. “You can’t say
anything, okay, nothing to Brian, and when you see Nick, act normal. He told me
if I reported him or tried to leave him again he would kill me. I’m leaving,
but every time I decide it’s time, something comes up. But when I do go, it
means I won’t see any of you, indefinitely.”


Her eyes
widened. “You reported him, and tried to leave?”


“Yes, but since
he’s a cop, they won’t do anything. So I ran, and he caught me. I believe him
when he said he’ll kill me.”


She closed her
eyes, her lips pressed in a thin line, and then she opened them, her face full
of determination. “Then you have to leave. It will be horrible without you, but
your life is more important. But do it right this time.” She started to cry.
“God damn it! Let’s eat this cake.” I laughed and went to the kitchen to get
some spoons.


 


Debbie was true to her word and didn’t say
anything. She did tell Brenda that she needed to go see me. So a week after I
dealt with Debbie, my mother and sister paid me a visit. We were sitting at the
table having coffee when my sister blurted, “Abby, I just have to say it. You
look like shit.”


A laugh snuck
out before I could stop it. I was wearing an old high school T-shirt and
jogging pants, and I had thrown my hair up in a rough pony tail. I hadn’t
expected company, and I didn’t usually clean myself up until just before Nick
arrived. He didn’t like when I looked messy, and I think that’s why I did it
when he wasn’t around. It was the only way to rebel and make my own decisions.
But I knew her words meant more than what I was wearing. My skin was pale and
bags were beginning to form under my eyes from lack of sleep. Leave it to my
sister to tell it like it is.


My mother set
her mug of coffee down on the table, and lines rippled in the liquid. She gazed
at me. Her clear blue eyes held mine. “Abby, what’s going on? And don’t tell me
nothing, I’m sick of you lying to me.”


I sighed,
wanting to keep this to myself, but since Debbie knew, I knew I couldn’t. I
stared down at my coffee. “Nick…has...”


My mother
gasped. “Don’t tell me that he’s hurt you.”


Brenda gasped,
her eyes wide. “Mom, that’s ridiculous, Nick would never do that.” She turned
to me. “Abby, tell her.”


I kept silent,
taking a drink of my coffee.


“Abby?” Brenda
cried.


“How did you
know?” I asked my mother, ignoring my sister.


She reached
over, and took my hand. Hers was warm against my cold one. Ever since Nick
moved in I was always cold. “I work in the hospital; I’ve seen my share of
abused women. I can tell when someone isn’t happy.” She squeezed my hand. “And
it was the way he looked at you. His eyes never left you. And it wasn’t a look
of love. It was possessiveness. I told you this, remember?”


“Yes, and I’m
sorry I didn’t listen. I was just so in love with him, I didn’t want to see
it.” I started to cry, I couldn’t help it. How could my mother know who he
really was just by looking at him, and I didn’t? I jumped up to get a tissue
and handed one to Brenda, who had joined me in a crying jag. “I have to leave.
I tried before, but he found me, but I have a better plan now.”


“What? You
can’t leave,” Brenda gasped.


My mom reached
over and touched Brenda’s knee. “She has to. It’s the only way she’ll be safe.”
She winked at Brenda, and then turned to me. “Abby, when you’re ready, let me
know and I’ll go stay with your sister. But don’t take too long. He’s going to
start to wonder why you’re not planning the wedding.”


Brenda fiddled
with the handle of her mug. “Come on, Mom, it’s not that bad. Tell her, Abby.”
She was grasping for some good news; she looked at me for an answer. I was just
sorry I couldn’t give her the ones she wanted.


I smiled sadly
at Brenda and shook my head. It broke my heart to see her accept it. I glanced
at my mom and nodded. 


Brenda gazed
down into her coffee. “If it’ll keep you safe, you have to go.”


I smiled at the
two women I loved more than anyone in the world. “Thank you. I really needed
your blessing.” I think that was why I had been putting my departure off,
because I hated to leave them, but now that they knew and agreed, it was time.


 


 






[bookmark: _Toc344035526]Chapter
Nineteen


The Last Straw


 


That night, Nick
told me we were going to his mother’s place. After dinner, we sat in the living
room eating dessert and drinking coffee. Heather sat quietly in her usual corner.
The occasional glance at me was the only contact between us. Tina was busy
talking about returning to the hospital, and I sat quietly beside Nick trying
not to be noticed. It turned out that I wasn’t as invisible as I had hoped.


“So Abby, how
are the wedding plans coming?” Sofia asked from her chair beside me.


My chest
tightened, and my hands threatened to shake. Why did she have to ask that?
“Good.” It was the only word I could think to answer; my mind went blank.


“Tell me, have
you decided where you’re having it? Have you picked bridesmaids? What are your
colors?”


Okay, so I
couldn’t put it off any longer. We had been engaged for months, people were
bound to wonder what was happening. I was just thankful Nick was too busy at
work to really ask much about it. He was happy to allow me to plan it, he just
wanted final approval. I lifted my head, looking her in the eyes. “Actually,
I’ve decided to put the plans on hold for a while. I’m in the middle of a book
and my editors are rushing me to get it done.” I glanced at Nick and saw his
face harden, his eyes go cold. Fear knotted inside me, knowing it wasn’t going
to be a good night.


Heather must
have noticed too because she spoke for the first time. “That’s so cool. What’s
it about?”


I went into the
plot of the book I hadn’t written about in months. I was desperate to change
the subject and thanks to Heather and Tina the wedding plans were never
mentioned again—until we arrived home.


As soon as Nick
closed the door behind him, he struck me across the face. The blow was so hard
I fell to the floor. “How dare you embarrass me like that? You told me you were
planning the wedding. I don’t like to be lied to, Abby.” He hovered above me,
like an animal stalking its prey.


Cradling my
battered cheek with my hand, I glared up at him. “I was planning the
wedding, but they started pressuring me to get the book done.” I shrugged. “I
just thought I’d put the wedding on hold for a few months so I could work on
it.” I hoped I sounded convincing, trying to make the tone of my voice as
casual as possible.


He bent down
and lifted me up, digging his fingers into my shoulders as he shoved me against
the wall, his hand clenched around my throat, choking me. “Nothing is more
important than marrying me. Not your stupid little books, not your family.
Nothing. You got that?” His face was so close I could smell his mother’s meat
loaf on his breath. His teeth were clenched; his voice was a low growl. I
gulped for air and struggled, clawing at his hands, but it was no use. His grip
was like a vise; I couldn’t even nod. My vision started to fade in and out.


As I was on the
edge of consciousness, I looked into the deep brown eyes that stared into mine.
They were full of hate and disgust as the man attached to them drained the life
from my body. He said he loved me, but continually beat and ridiculed me. He
said he wanted to marry me, but what he really wanted was to possess me. He
said he wanted to be together forever, but my life, my essence, my soul, was
slipping away by the hands of the man who loved me.


Just before the
world went black, he pulled his hand away, and I fell to the floor. I lay
sprawled on the carpet gasping for air. I reached up to touch my locket,
needing comfort only my father could give, but all I felt was tender skin. Struggling
to sit up, I frantically searched the floor.


“Are you
looking for this?” Nick called from the kitchen. I glanced up and to my horror,
saw the locket dangling from his fingers, hanging over the garbage disposal. He
flicked the switch with an evil smile. The motor made a low growl, like a
monster wanting to be fed.


“No, don’t!” I
yelled frantically, gasping for breath. The idea of losing the necklace again
was like losing my father all over again.


“Don’t worry I
won’t. Just promise me you’ll stop the book and plan the wedding.”


“I promise,
just give me my necklace.”


He held the
necklace out to me. It dangled from his long fingers. I stood up and rushed
forward. Just as I reached the kitchen doorway, he pulled his hand back and
dropped my locket into the disposal. My heart dropped to my feet and tears
sprung to my eyes. The loud grinding sound told me the locket was destroyed,
but I ran over to the sink anyway hoping for a miracle. But I couldn’t see
anything—it was gone.


I glared at him
with every ounce of hate inside me. “You said if I agreed that you wouldn’t
drop it.”


He laughed as
he sauntered out of the kitchen and into living room. “I lied.” He dropped onto
the sofa and turned the TV on. I watched him flicking through the channels with
the remote, not a care in the world.


I had never had
the urge to kill another human being, but at that moment I pictured myself
walking over and stabbing him with the knife that I used to chop vegetables. He
had just ruined one of the things in my life that gave me pleasure. As long as
I had that, I could think of the times with my dad and forget about my
problems. I had lost it for years, and felt that I had also lost my father
again, but now Nick had taken my memories of the one man who treated me with
love and respect. I had made excuses for not leaving yet; I didn’t want to
leave my family, I was scared to be caught. But that was the last straw. Nick
took away all I had left of my father, and now I was done. I hoped he rotted in
hell.


“Are you just
going to stand there all night or are you going to start the plans? I meant
what I said; no more writing your childish books, it’s about time you grew up.”
He was watching TV and scratching his leg. I used to be attracted to him, but
now he disgusted me.


His words
brought me out of my thoughts, and I realized I had been standing in the middle
of the room staring at him. “I thought you liked that I wrote kids’ books. You
seemed interested when we met.”


He glared at me
like I was the stupidest person on the planet. “I was trying to get you into
bed, I would have said anything. Now get your ass in gear.”


I really wanted
to yell at him, and I would have when we first met. But now that I had felt the
sting of his hand, I pushed my anger back, knowing I wouldn’t have to take it
much longer, and slunk away. I dug out a notebook, sat at the table, and
started making fake lists for the wedding. When he fell asleep on the couch, I
went to bed. I had a big day tomorrow and I needed to plan.
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Twenty


 


Goodbye


 


I was up at five
in the morning going over the plan. Since my options were slim on places to
hide, I was in the bathroom, poised on the closed toilet seat with a
flashlight. The door was locked so if Nick woke up and needed to go, I could
stash my notebook under my shirt and slip out without him knowing a thing. But
thankfully, he stayed asleep. I made my final plans without interruptions.


At six, I went
out to the kitchen and put the coffee on. Then I took out my fake list of
things to do for the wedding. He got out of bed and stumbled into the kitchen
wearing only boxers. “What are you doing up so early?” he asked sleepily.
Although his chest was toned, it no longer appealed to me. How could I like
anything about a man who uses his hand to hurt a woman?


“Getting an
early start on the wedding plans. I think I’ll go this afternoon and scout some
venues.”


His smile was
crooked and his eyes were shining as he stepped over. “There you go, that’s
more like it.” He almost took my life last night and he woke up in a good mood.
He kissed me quickly on the lips, and then went to pour himself some coffee. “I
have to hurry. I have an early day.” He disappeared with his coffee into the
bedroom, and ten minutes later, he rushed out, not knowing he’d never see me
again.


Not long after
he left, there was a knock at the door. I opened it to see Sylvia standing in
the hallway. Her hair was up in a bun, purse tucked under her arm, and she was
wearing a silver-blue dress. “Good morning, Sylvia, what brings you by this
early?” I asked, holding the collar of my robe closed to hide the red marks
that were just starting around my neck. I peeked out in the direction of the
elevator to make sure Nick was gone. Satisfied with the empty hallway, I closed
the door and gestured for her to come in.


She didn’t
move, just stood by the door. “I wanted to come by and tell you that I’m going
to stay with my daughter for a few weeks.”


This was
strange for a few reasons, for one, she’d never told me before when she was
leaving, unless she left the city, and then she would ask if I could pick up
her mail. The second, she had told me she hated staying at her daughter’s,
because of her yappy shih tzu that never stopped barking. But I wasn’t in the
mood to question her. I needed to get moving and didn’t have time to stand
around chatting. “Oh, well, have fun.”


Instead of
turning toward the door as I had hoped, she stepped forward and yanked down my
robe. I was wearing a tank top and boxer shorts, but my state of undress wasn’t
the issue. She was staring at the marks on my neck, and a bruise that was
fading on my shoulder.


Shocked by her
sudden move, I gaped at her. “Sylvia, what are you doing?”


She reached
into her purse, pulled out an envelope, and handed it to me. “Open it.”


Despite my
confusion, I did as she said and read the few lines that were written neatly on
the paper: 


Abby, I know
what is happening and I feel you have to leave. In the envelope is a key to my
cottage in Shimmer Lake. Please go there as soon as you can. You can’t let him
do this to you. You can stay as long as you like. You can live there forever if
you need to, just go.


I will miss
you,


Sylvia.


Be safe.


I raised a brow
in question.


“Thin walls,”
she whispered.


The key lay at
the bottom, the address written on the key chain. When I looked up at her, her
face was set. She was determined for me to do this. I didn’t know what to say.
Besides my locket, it was the best gift I had ever been given. All I could do
was smile.


She nodded and
then pointed to the envelope. “Well, I better be on my way, I have to finish
packing.”


I knew then
what she was doing. Because Nick was a cop, she was worried that Nick might
have the place bugged or something. Although I didn’t think it was, I wouldn’t
be surprised. Nothing he did could shock me now.


I hugged her
tightly. “Thank you,” I whispered in her ear, as I breathed in her scent of
spearmint. It was the last time I would see her.


She pulled away
with a wink. “I have to go,” she said, opening the door. She smiled as she let
herself into her apartment.


As soon as the
door was closed, I got to work. My plans had been to go to Canada and find a place once I arrived, but this was better. I had an actual destination, and now it
was time. I packed the few items of clothing that I hadn’t put in my car. Put
my paper files in a suitcase and saved the electronic ones from my laptop onto
a USB stick. Then I deleted everything. Once that was done I shoved the disk
into the computer that held a virus and pushed download. I had found a hacker
named Ziggy and paid an enormous amount to ruin my own laptop, but I couldn’t
take it with me for fear that Nick had a way to track it. He knew how important
it was to me. All my books and future manuscripts were on it. I was more upset
to leave it behind than I was to leave the man I was supposed to marry.


After I dressed
and put my hair up, I took off my engagement ring and set it on the dining room
table. Then with two suitcases and my purse, I left my apartment for my new
life.


My first stop
was the library, where I had been working on their public computers. I brought
up my bank account and transferred the remaining money into an account I had
set up for my niece and nephew. The rest of it was in cash and traveler’s
checks I plan to place in a new bank when I reached my destination. The next step
was to toss the cell phone—I threw it into the garbage on the side of the
street. Once inside my car I called my mom with my new disposable cell that was
hidden in the glove compartment. “Hello,” she answered.


“It’s time.” It
was all I said, but I knew she’d understand.


“Oh, sweetie, I
love you so much.”


My eyes burned
with the threat of tears. “I love you too. Tell everyone I’ll miss them.” My
voice shook with all the emotion in me.


“I will, dear,
goodbye, and be careful.”


“Bye, Mom.” As
I hung up, I could feel a tear threatening to fall. I fought it back. This is
a good thing, I’m finally free.


I drove for
about two hours and then pulled into a deserted parking lot just outside of
Wollesville. I parked alongside a blue Volkswagen. There was a guy leaning
against it. He was tall, about thirty-five, with brown hair and wearing worn
work boots, jeans, and a white T-shirt. He pushed away from the car as I turned
off my ignition. “Are you Anna?” he asked, leaning in my window. His breath
smelled of garlic.


I nodded,
feeling nervous. “Yep. You Clarence?” Clarence and I met on the Internet, on an
auto trading site. I had exchanged a few emails with him using the library’s
computer and a fake email account.


“That’s me. Are
you sure you want to do this?” He stepped away to admire his new vehicle. “Your
Camaro is worth a lot more than my car.”


I got out and
started moving the suitcases from the trunk. All of my possessions were now
reduced to five suitcases and two boxes full of stuff. “I don’t want the car,
you do; it’s an even trade as far as I’m concerned.” I piled everything on the
ground next to his car and stood up. “You got your papers?”


“Yep, right
here.”


He opened the
trunk of the Volkswagen as I looked at his papers. Everything looked good, so I
handed over the ownership of my car. 


He grinned as
he stuffed the papers into his pocket. He glanced down at my belongings. “Need
some help?”


“Sure, if you
don’t mind.”


As he bent to
pick up the biggest of the boxes, he glanced at my arm—there was a bruise on it
from where Nick grabbed me—and then his gaze moved to my neck. I thought the
marks were covered, but apparently I was wrong. His eyes narrowed in concern.
“You running from someone?”


I ignored his
question and lifted the suitcases into his car. “You might want to get a paint
job and new plates.” I paused, looking down at his. “Are these the plates you
were talking about?”


He nodded.
“Yep, they won’t lead back to you or me,” he answered. “Your car isn’t stolen,
is it?”


I turned around
as I was shoving cases into the backseat of his car. “Would I have the
ownership if it was?”


He chuckled,
digging his boot into the gravel. “I guess not.”


After
everything was transferred we exchanged keys, and he took off down the deserted
road with the first thing I bought with the money I made from Wendy’s Wish.


 


My fingers
hovered over the keys that fit perfectly into the ignition. When the magnitude
of what I had done suddenly overwhelmed me, I sunk back in the leather seat,
thinking of my mother’s slightly wrinkled face. At fifty-six, she only had a
few lines around her eyes. Would I ever see her age, ever see each new wrinkle
or age spot and worry about her health? Would I see Justin graduate college, or
sit in a wooden pew wearing uncomfortable shoes while Haley walked down the
aisle to her waiting groom?


Tears poured
down my heated skin as I sobbed over the loss of each memory that would never
be mine. I sat in the car and mourned for my former life as the hot sun baked
in through the windows, creating droplets of sweat dripping down my face,
mixing with the tears. I sat in the empty parking lot until the sun dipped
lower in the sky.


Sometime later,
with my throat burning and tears drying, I thought of a time in the fifth grade
when I decided to stop my piano lessons. My parents were disappointed, but
instead of yelling at me for wasting their money, they calmly told me that it
was my decision, my life, and all they wanted was for me to be happy. So with
that in mind, I sat up in the cushioned hot seat and turned the forgotten key.
The engine purred to life. With one last swipe at my tears, I pulled onto the
road, toward my new home and a life I hoped would bring me the happiness my
parents wanted for me.
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Twenty-One


Shimmer Lake


 


The nice lady with the smooth voice on the
GPS told me that it would take five hours to get to my destination. I drove
fast with the windows down and the stereo blaring—I felt free.


I stopped to eat
at a diner that was located in a very small town called Star Creek. I pulled
into the almost empty parking lot and went in. A bell jingled signaling my
entrance as I stepped inside.


The air was
stale, smelling of burnt coffee. There were only a few booths taken, a family
consisting of a mom, dad, and two boys who were fighting over ketchup. An older
couple occupied two stools at the counter feeding each other pie. The woman
giggled as the man placed the fork into her mouth.


In the back
booth I saw a guy sitting alone. He was wearing a faded denim jacket, his black
hair spilling out under a red baseball cap. He saw me staring at him and
nodded. I made my way over feeling uneasy. At the booth, I sat down and faced
him. My hands lay flat on the Formica table, shaking slightly, but the guy
didn’t seem to notice. He only watched my face curiously, his lips turned up at
the corners. Up this close I noticed his skin was tanned and leathery, with
lines creasing his face. He looked like he was used to working out in the sun.
“You got my email,” I began, pointing out the obvious.


He nodded his
head. “I did. Kind of short notice, don’t you think?” His forehead wrinkled
even more.


“Last-minute
decision, but you told me they were done.”


He slumped into
the booth, relaxing. “Yeah, I’ve had them ready for a week,” he explained,
taking out an envelope from inside his jacket and handing it to me. I looked
inside and saw each of the papers I would need—driver’s license, birth
certificate, passport, and social security card—all with the name Anna Smith.


“Perfect.” I
reached into my purse and tossed him my envelope.


He opened it,
sifting through the contents, his lips moving as he counted. “It was a pleasure
doing business with you,” he said with a small smile and a firm nod. With that
he got up and walked out of the restaurant. Heads lifted as the door jingled
his exit.


The waitress
came over and took my order. After she left, I breathed a sigh of relief. The
most important and unfortunately illegal parts of the plan were finished. I had
been so nervous when I had contacted that guy. I didn’t even know his name. I
was afraid he was a cop and this was a setup. I had found him through another
writer who had done research on fake IDs. The writer’s name was Eric and I told
him that I just wanted the contact info for an upcoming book. I had been
worrying constantly about that part of the plan; it was giving me an upset
stomach. I had started popping antacids like they were candy. I learned one
thing through all of this though—I would not make a good criminal. I’d have an
ulcer in no time.


When my
sandwich arrived, I ate quickly, worried that Nick was on the road looking for
me. Even though I had a different car I just wanted to get to the cottage and
settle in so I could stop thinking that every cop car that passed me was going
to pull me over.


Back on the
road, the GPS lady informed me that it would take two more hours to get to Shimmer Lake. I had never even heard of the town before so I guessed it must be small. But
that was a good thing. If I hadn’t heard of it, then Nick probably
wouldn’t think to look there.


As I drove,
civilization seemed to slip away as farmlands and rural towns started to take
over. It was odd; I had always been a city girl, but as the scenery changed to
trees and open fields, I felt more at peace. Like nothing could hurt me in a
place this beautiful and tranquil.


My first
glimpse of Shimmer Lake was a swamp, cattails, weeds, and I’m guessing frogs.
Not pretty, but once you got past the swamp, the town was cute and very small.
It was basically a road. There were two restaurants, a diner, a pizza place,
hardware, and grocery store on one side of the street. The other held a bank, a
dollar store, a gas station, a church, and an elementary school. The buildings
were not cramped all together, they were stretched along the highway, but that
was all I could see. There were side streets branching off the main road;
however, I was not about to explore. I wanted to get to my destination and I
was afraid that if I went sightseeing, I’d get lost, prolonging my journey even
further.


It wasn’t until
I drove past the businesses and was heading out of Shimmer Lake that I saw the sign for Bayview Road. I turned onto it, excited about nearly reaching my
destination. The closer I got, the more I felt a peace. It had been awhile
since I felt that way; never worrying if I would be hit in the face because I
didn’t wash Nick’s uniform or kicked in the gut when I forgot to give him a
message from work. I had only known him a year and was abused for four of those
months, but it was hard to remember a time when I wasn’t miserable. The thrill
of being alone and safe was overwhelming. I stepped on the gas, eager to get to
my paradise.


When I pulled
up to the cottage I was pleasantly surprised; it was so Sylvia. The one-story
stone cottage was nestled under a large willow, its branches hanging almost to
the roof as if protecting the cottage and its contents from the outside world.
The only close neighbor was a cottage to the right. It was also one level, but
this one had white siding and a wraparound porch. There were no cars in the
driveway, which hopefully meant it was just used for the summer. I could use
some privacy for a few months until I got settled into my new life.


I parked in the
driveway next to the side door. Getting out of the car, I let myself in. Inside
was just as cozy as the outside. It was one big large room, only a counter
island separating the kitchen and living room. The kitchen must have been
renovated recently. The appliances and cherry cabinets were still shining and I
couldn’t see any scratches on the marble counter tops. The living room was
situated around a stone fireplace, with a comfy-looking gray sofa with matching
chairs. A charming woven rug lay in the center on the wood floor. There were
three bedrooms and a small bathroom. I was so grateful to Sylvia for lending me
her cottage. I only wished there was a way I could thank her, but I knew
contacting her would be a mistake.


The only thing
in the cottage that wasn’t perfect was the smell. It must have been closed up
for a while, because it stunk terribly of must. As I wandered through each room
opening windows, reality set in, I was FREE! With a new hope for my future I
went out to the car to get my belongings and unpack.


A few hours
later I was setting up my office in one of the spare rooms. There was a desk
under the window that I placed my new laptop on. I had purchased it a few weeks
ago and hid it in my car. The breeze blew in through the open window, along
with the sound of the waves washing up against the shore. The view was
beautiful; from this angle I could see the dock, the water, and a cottage
across the lake. I could picture myself sitting here writing and looking out
the window. I hadn’t written in months, but I already felt inspired.


When everything
was unpacked and it felt like home, I realized it was past dinner, and I was
starving. This was the perfect time to check out the grocery store.


The store was
called Butler Foods. It was small, not nearly as big as I was used to, but that
didn’t matter. I’d be buying mostly packaged food anyway, since it’s not like I
cooked. I took my time wandering around the store, enjoying the small-town
feel. I noticed that the people here seemed to visit with each other more than
actually shopping.


I was standing
in the produce department picking up some grapes when I overheard a
conversation coming from beside me. Two women stood near the strawberries.
“Well, I heard he went to his ex’s wedding. Can you believe that?” She had
short brown hair and was wearing jeans and a cute suede jacket.


The other
woman’s platinum hair was teased a little too high to be fashionable. She
leaned in closer to her friend as if she had a secret. “Well, I don’t know why
he doesn’t move on already. There are plenty of girls around here that would
take him in an instant, myself included.” I felt like I was intruding in on the
conversation so I moved over to the lettuce, hoping that I could still hear but
not look obvious doing it. I wasn’t used to small towns and wanted to learn as
much as I could.


“Ignore those
gossip mongers, not everyone in town is like that.”


The voice came
from behind me. I turned around to see a woman with flaming red hair that fell
to her shoulders, green eyes, and a warm smile. Her cart was heaping with juice
boxes, snack cakes, and cookies. She must have kids waiting at home.


I glanced
around, making sure she was actually speaking to me. No one was there. “Like
what?” I asked.


She reached
beside me and picked up a cucumber. “Busybodies. Of course there are a few, but
most of us mind our own. Are you visiting someone or are you new in town?”


I moved to the
side to get out of her way. “Oh, I’m renting a cottage for a few months, to see
if I like it, then I may make my stay permanent. I’m looking to relocate.”


She leaned
against the potato display. “Oh yeah? From where?”


The girls that
I had been listening to started toward us. The blond girl scowled at my
companion as they walked passed us. “Chicago,” I lied.


“Wow, this is
sure a change. Where are you staying?” She noticed the girl and smiled
mischievously. And when the girls were gone, and we could only see their backs,
she stuck her tongue at the blond. It was obvious that there was no love
between the two.


I raised a brow
at her in question, but she didn’t acknowledge what had just happened. “Twenty twelve Bayview Road,” I answered, not sure what to say.


With the girls
forgotten, she leaned forward on her cart. “The one on the corner, beside the
white house?”


“Yes.”


“That’s Sylvia
Newman’s cottage, do you know her?”


“No. I found
her on the Internet, she rented me the cottage.” I was making it up as I went.
I hadn’t planned what to say, but I knew it was best not to tie myself to
Sylvia. I wanted to keep her safe so distancing me from her felt like the best
way.


She glanced at
her watch. “Well, I should be getting home. The name’s Kathy by the way.”


“Ab-Anna. Nice
to meet you.” I reached out to shake her hand.


She raised her
brow suspiciously. “Abanna?”


I took a deep
breath. “It’s Anna.” She must know I was lying. I wasn’t good at it and I was
sure she was about to call me on it.


To my surprise,
she grinned, lighting her already bright green eyes. “It’s very nice to meet
you, Anna. We don’t get many new faces around here.” She waved as she pushed
her cart up to the cashier. “See you around,” she called over her shoulder.


 


Back at the
cottage I made myself a grilled cheese and a tossed salad. I spent the night
looking at the photos on the wall. They were of Sylvia and her husband when
they were younger. There were pictures of what looked like them building the
cottage. Then later with their four children and so many grandchildren I
couldn’t count, although I thought I remembered that she once told me she had
fourteen.


The air was a
little chilly so I stayed inside with a glass of wine gazing out at the view from
the large bay window. A part of me felt relaxed, and I was thankful for it, but
there was some anxiety deep inside, thinking about Nick getting off work and
going home to find me gone. Would I be awoken in the night with him standing
over me? I knew this feeling was ridiculous. I had covered my tracks well, but
I couldn’t quiet the feeling of fear that my newfound freedom was at risk.


 


 






[bookmark: _Toc344035529]Chapter Twenty-Two


The Neighbor


 


During my first
week, I stayed close to home. I was enjoying my freedom, but I couldn’t help
take precautions around the cottage. Nick was forever in the back of my mind, a
constant reminder that I was never safe. Once the musty air was gone, I closed
and locked the windows and doors. And if I went outside, lounging in the yard,
I found myself glancing around, making sure I was truly alone.


Despite my
paranoia, I tried to be happy in my new life. I explored the cottage and on
warm days I ventured outside. On the second day in my new home, I actually barbequed a chicken. Living in an apartment in the city,
barbequing was practically unheard of. And despite my lack of experience, I
didn’t do too bad of a job. The skin was a little burnt, but the meat inside
was juicy and tender.


One morning, I
found myself wandering down the shoreline, looking at all the houses that lined
the lake. I carried my sandals and walked barefoot, letting the warm sand sift
through my toes. I counted five empty cottages, besides the white one next to
mine.


It wasn’t until
I walked about a mile and a half that I saw any signs of life on this side of
the lake. A large house sat up on a hill. The sounds of a child’s laughter and
a dog barking floated out of the windows and down to the beach to where I
stood. My heart ached. The sounds reminded me of what I had left behind and I
almost kept moving toward it, but I turned
around and started back instead, not ready to introduce myself. I wanted to
keep a distance from the townsfolk, just in case Nick found me. I couldn’t help
the feeling that anyone I had contact with was also in danger.


It wasn’t until
my fifth day that I started to relax. If he hadn’t found me yet, odds were, I
was safe—for now. I couldn’t fool myself and think that he would give up
looking, but I knew I had to loosen up and try to get back some of my life, and
that meant I needed to start working again. I had put it off for so long, I
thought it would be difficult to get back into the flow of writing. But as soon
as I opened the file to Sammy’s Big Adventure, I was sucked back in. I
sat in front of the open window with the breeze gently blowing in. I could feel
the fresh air on my cheeks as the words poured out. I was there for three
straight hours before I took a break to eat. And when I stopped for the day, I
couldn’t wait to start again tomorrow.


 


Saturday
evening, exactly a week after I arrived, I was restless and bored. I tried to
write, but nothing would come out. Watching TV wasn’t working, and the book I
was reading did not hold my interest. I read the same sentence three times
before I put it down and went outside.


I strolled down
to the dock and stood quietly watching the lake. It was so peaceful. I became
mesmerized by the glowing orange reflection the sun cast upon the water as it
set for the day. My chest ached at the thought of another day without my
family, I hadn’t seen them in a week and I felt so lonely. Would Justin look
different the next time I saw him? Would he have grown, would I recognize him?
Would I miss Haley’s first day of school? Not that I saw my family that often
when I lived near them, but the option was there. I hated Nick even more for
taking them away from me.


I sat down so I
could listen to the noises of the lake. It was so quiet here. The bubbling
sounds the fish made when they came to the surface to eat the bugs floating on
the water echoed through the quiet. I heard faint laughter from a cottage in
the distance as people went for an evening swim. The weather had been warm the
last few days, but I didn’t think it was sufficient enough to heat the water
for a swim. The hum of a motorboat was the latest sound I heard. I could just
make out a white fisherman’s hat in a boat across the lake.


The wooden
planks of the dock below me were not the most comfortable place to sit, but
since it was my only option, I made do. I made a mental note to make a trip to
the hardware store to buy a lawn chair so I could sit out here every night and
enjoy the view and listen to the sounds. It was so calming. I realized that I
was no longer restless.


I kicked off my
sandals, tossing them beside me, and dipped my feet into the water. Ahh…it
was warmer than I thought it would be. For a second I was tempted to go
skinny-dipping, something that in my twenty-eight years I had never done. It
was such a beautiful and peaceful night I almost gave in, but I didn’t let
myself get carried away. This was me, the girl that wore a towel around her
apartment, even when I lived alone.


A noise brought
my attention back from my daydream to a fish jumping. I watched the water
ripple as the breeze blew a lock of hair into my eyes. I pushed it away and
leaned back on the dock, gazing up at the sky. Twilight was just settling in
and the horizon was turning a pinkish-purple color. The air smelled crisp with
water, only the hint of grass mixed in. I had never seen such a beautiful scene
in my life. To watch this every night before I went to bed was a blessing I
never expected. I wished I could share it with my family. But knowing they were
safe, and that I was safe, made solitude bearable.


My body went
rigid at the sound of light footsteps on the grass behind me. My first thought
was that he had found me. I knew this day would come sooner or later, although
I had hoped for later. But he was a fool if he thought I would go easily. I
stood up, slipped my shoes back on, but didn’t turn around. It might have been
the fear that gave me the courage, but I had a plan, and I needed him closer.
My heart raced as I waited.


The footsteps
grew louder as he walked onto the dock. When I was sure he was close enough, I
swung around and punched him as hard as I could in the face. I felt my knuckles
dig into his stubbled chin. When I pulled my stinging fist back, I took off
toward the house before he could grab me. This wasn’t over. I had a taste of
freedom, and I wasn’t giving in.


“What the hell
was that for? Where are you going, are you crazy?” The deep voice behind me
wasn’t Nick’s, but that didn’t mean anything, he could have sent someone after
me.


I was almost to
the cottage, about to get the spare car keys out of the barbeque, when I
noticed a light from the corner of my eye. I spun in the direction of my
neighbor’s house. The lights were on, and there was a yellow Jeep in the
driveway. Oh shit, I just coldcocked my neighbor. That’s a good way to
get to know them.


I slowly turned
toward the lake and saw a tall man with thick, wavy, blond hair walking toward
me, rubbing his jaw. “I am so sorry, I thought you were someone else,” I
stammered, cradling my now sore hand and making no move toward him. I couldn’t
help the feeling that I was still in danger and resisted the urge to look
around, making sure that we were alone. It was only a few minutes ago that I
was sure Nick had found me, and now that I realized my mistake it was hard to
force down the fear. Although embarrassment was slowly taking over. I had just
punched a stranger. I had never struck another human being in my life—well,
besides my sister, but we were kids, that was different. My throbbing knuckles
only added to the humiliation.


When the man
stood a few feet in front of me, he stopped, his lips turning up at the edges,
making his blue eyes sparkle. He looked me over and his smile widened. “That’s
one hell of a right hook you got there, lady.”


“I said I was
sorry, you shouldn’t have snuck up on me.” I was starting to feel uneasy, alone
with a man in a deserted area. I fought the urge to step back.


His eyes
widened, the smile fading. “Snuck up?” He gestured toward the dock where I had
been sitting. “I yelled hello when I got out of my car, then I yelled again as
I was walking toward you.”


“You did? I was
so mesmerized by the evening I guess I didn’t hear you. I’m sorry,” I repeated
dumbly. My cheeks heated. It was bad enough that I had just punched him, now I
kept apologizing and babbling like an idiot.


He made no
move, just stood looking at me curiously, his eyes alight with amusement. “Who
are you anyway, and what are you doing in my grandmother’s cottage?”


“Your
grandmother?” I gasped, vaguely remembering her mentioning a grandson. “Are you
Sylvia Newman’s grandson?”


“Yes, I bought
my house from her five years ago. She owns this one.” He gestured to my
cottage. “And several down the way.” He pointed to the right of his house. He
must be referring to the empty cottages I had seen on my walk down the beach.
“The others are rentals, but she keeps this one for friends and family. She
must think very highly of you to let you stay here. This cottage is her
favorite; it’s where she and my grandfather first lived after they married.”


That made what
she had done for me matter so much more. How I would ever thank her? “I didn’t
think anyone lived there,” I said, nodding towards his house, trying to avoid
his question. “I’ve been here a week and never saw anyone.”


“I just got
back from a wedding in Philadelphia. Didn’t my grandmother tell you I lived
next door?”


How was I supposed
to tell him we hadn’t even spoken of the house I was staying in, let alone the
neighbors? “No, she never mentioned you.” I didn’t like the direction our
conversation was headed. There were too many things I didn’t want anyone to
know.


“That’s strange;
my mother didn’t tell me you were coming. It’s my job to take care of the
renters. And as far as I know, we don’t have anyone scheduled for another
month.” He paused, folding his arms in front of him as he narrowed his eyes. “I
find it odd that you’re staying in her favorite house, one that’s reserved for
family and friends, and no one told me about it. How do you know my grandmother
anyway?”


My mind went
blank. His questions were making me uneasy. I couldn’t tell him that we met on
the Internet, like I had Kathy. After he explained how Sylvia felt about the
cottage, he would never believe that she rented it to me over an email. All I
knew was that I needed to get away from him. He asked too many questions and he
was a man, and after the last few months they couldn’t be trusted. “My personal
life does not concern you. And I would appreciate it if you would mind your own
business.” Since I couldn’t think of anything else to say to get rid of him, I
stormed into the cottage.


Once inside, I
ran to the window to make sure he left. He stood where I had left him, looking
dazed. He took a few steps toward my door, hesitated, then turned around and
went into his house.


I was relieved
for now. I needed to think better on my feet. When he asked me questions I
didn’t want to answer, I should have thought of a lie instead of telling him to
mind his own business. That would only pique his curiosity. I couldn’t tell him
who I was, but now I was worried that he would call his mother and ask about
who was staying at her cottage. That might make her go to her Sylvia’s, and
Nick would overhear. I didn’t know what to do.


I wandered
around the cottage, double-checking the locks. There was a strange man right
next door, and the trickle of fear that ran up my spine told me that my newly
found freedom was over. I couldn’t help but worry over this new development,
but since there was nothing I could do to change it, I grabbed a bottle of wine
with my good hand and turned on some music. Then I sat on the window seat in
front of the large bay window, looking out over the water. After a few glasses,
I undressed and had a shower. The hot water spraying over me seeped into my
skin and helped me relax. Was this ever going to get easier? If it wasn’t the
constant worry that Nick would somehow find me, it was my newfound fear of all
things male. Not to mention the fact that this new male was filled with
questions I couldn’t answer.


When I finished
my shower and toweled off, I threw on some underwear and a white tank top and
went to bed. I would figure everything out another day.


 


The annoying
sound of knocking pulled me out of my well-deserved sleep. Stumbling out of
bed, I ran to the door; my only thought was to make the banging stop. “What!” I
growled, yanking the door open, and cringed with pain. My hand was red and
swollen.


My new
neighbor, who looked wide awake and fresh at this ungodly hour, stood on the
pavement, leaning against the doorjamb.


He smiled.
“Well, aren’t you all sunshine and rainbows in the morning,” he observed,
pushing his way into the kitchen. He was carrying what looked like coffee,
doughnuts, and a newspaper. Placing them on the counter, he turned around,
flashing an annoyingly arrogant grin. Even with my mind still foggy with sleep,
I could smell the delicious scent of the coffee. It almost made me drool.


“Nice hair,” he
remarked, his gaze slowly traveling down. I suddenly remembered what I was
wearing. “Do you always answer the door in your underwear?” His brows lifted,
his eyes sparkling with laughter—again. 


“Oh god,” I
murmured, trying to cover myself, yanking at the hem of my tank, which I now
worried was see-through. “I was sleeping, what are you doing here so early?”


“It’s nine,
that’s not early around here. And if you don’t go put something on, I’m going
to strip down to my underwear.” His eyebrows wiggled. “I’m feeling
really overdressed.”


Feeling
frightened and embarrassed, I rushed to the bedroom to fetch a hoodie and a
pair of cotton shorts. I needed to get him out of the cottage. He made me
jumpy. I was heading back out when I noticed my hair in the gilded mirror above
the bed. It was somehow stuck up on one side, leaving part of my scalp showing.
The other was matted to the side of my head. It looked like I was wearing a bad
toupee. I brushed it quickly, throwing it into a ponytail, and then headed back
out to see why he was invading my morning.


“What do you
want?” I growled again, returning to the kitchen. I stood with my hands on my
hips, hoping for a look of impatience instead of what I really felt—fear. The only
man I had been alone with for months was Nick. Besides the uneasiness I felt, I
was still embarrassed of the way we had met, and now I had the incident in my
underwear and bad hair to add to my humiliation.


He looked
comfortable, sitting at the table by the window, reading the paper and drinking
his coffee. He glanced up and smiled. “That’s not very neighborly of you. I
just came over to offer you coffee and doughnuts and this is the gratitude I
get?” His face was relaxed, a cocky smile lighting up his eyes. I was sure he
was joking except I couldn’t help but flinch at his words. If Nick had said
them, I’d end up with bruises. I took the extra coffee and swallowed a big sip,
letting the caffeine do its job, hoping to push away my dark thoughts. I had to
stop comparing this guy to Nick. All men were not like him. I knew that. Jason
was one of my best friends and he would never hurt anyone.


Feeling more
awake after the shot of caffeine, I sat down across from him, taking a doughnut
out of the box. “Okay then. What can I do for you on this lovely morning?” I
asked, sweetness dripping from the sarcasm. I forced myself to relax. Sylvia
wouldn’t have sent me here if her grandson wasn’t safe.


“I wanted to
tell you that I talked to my grandmother last night.”


Oh shit. I couldn’t help but gulp, feeling my eyes go wide. The tiny spark
of fear turned to apprehension. “You called her at home?” I moved my hands to
my lap to hide the tremors.


“No, she was at
my mom’s,” he explained, folding the paper closed and laying it onto the table.


I breathed a
sigh of relief. I was afraid she went home early. It would be best for everyone
if she kept a safe distance from Nick.


“Why do you
sound worried that she’d be at home?”


I stuffed a
huge bite of fritter in my mouth; my hand was no longer shaking. “I’m not
worried,” I mumbled with my mouth full. “What did your grandmother say?” I
asked after I swallowed.


“She told me to
be nice to you and protect you. When I asked her why, she clammed up and handed
the phone to my mother, who didn’t know anything.” He stared at me waiting for
me to react. When I didn’t, he added, “Why do you need protection?”


“I don’t. You
know Sylvia, she’s a worrier.” His constant questioning was making me anxious.
How was I supposed get him to stop pestering me? The incessant fear knotted in
my chest and took hold.


He drummed his
finger on the table impatiently. “I’ve never known her to be secretive or
protective before. But you’re not going to tell me, are you?”


“There’s
nothing to tell.”


“Really? Well
then, why, when I asked my grandmother your name, she told me to ask you? Does
she not know it?”


She probably
wasn’t sure if I would change it or not. Of course I was very relieved, since I
had. Ignoring the question about Sylvia, I answered him. “It’s Anna Smith.
What’s yours?”


“Noah Bradley.”


I stood up and
began to busy myself, empting the dishwasher I had turned on last night. “So
tell me about yourself. What do you do for a living?”


“You’re
avoiding the subject.” I chose not to answer as I placed the silverware into
the drawer. “Fine, I’ll play along, but you should know I’ll find out what’s
going on. Anyway, to answer your question, I’m a carpenter.”


His threat to
figure me out hung in the air and I resisted the urge to gulp. The constant
feeling of fear hummed inside me. With the thought of keeping the subject away
from my secret, I said, “Really? I was thinking of getting some shelves made
for my work.”


Leaning back in
the chair with his cup in his hand, he asked, “What do you do?”


I moved back
over to the table and sat down. “I’m a writer.”


“That’s cool.”


I smiled and
nodded, acknowledging his comment. Then I decided it was time for him to go.
His close proximity was giving me the jitters. “Well, it was nice to meet you,
Noah, even though you woke me up so early.”


He raised an
eyebrow over the cup he was taking a drink out of. “Are you trying to get rid
of me?”


“No.” My voice
shook, and I couldn’t look him in the eye.


His smile
disappeared, his eyes flashed with a look of concern. “Okay.” He stood up,
gathered his paper, and turned around. “If you need anything, and I mean
anything, I’m right next door.” His face turned to a look I could only describe
as compassion. It was almost like he knew my secret and felt sorry for me. But
that couldn’t be, he admitted that he wanted to find it out.
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Hermit


If I thought my
neighbor would take the hint and leave me alone, I was sorely mistaken. He
stopped by the next day to see if I needed anything at the hardware store. When
I mentioned the lawn chair, he took out the patio furniture he had put away for
the winter. He set it all up for me and moved the barbeque to the back of the
cottage onto the patio. Then with a smile he was on his way.


The next day,
he stopped by just before dinner with a dish of ham and scalloped potatoes. He
informed me he liked to cook but since there was only him, he had lots. Again,
he didn’t stay.


The third day
he stopped by to see if I wanted to go with him to his friend’s house so I
could meet some people. When I declined, he just said maybe next time and
closed the door behind him.


I really didn’t
understand this man. When I first met him, he seemed cocky, full of himself and
a little pushy. But as each day went by he was always stopping by to make sure
I was okay and ask if I needed anything. It couldn’t just be that he was in
charge of the cottages. I was beginning to think he was watching over me,
because of Sylvia. The fear that had appeared on our first two visits never
came out because he didn’t stay long enough for the emotion to rear its ugly
head. As the days turned into weeks, I actually started to look forward to his
quick visit. It was comforting to know that I wasn’t alone and someone was
there when I needed them.


A month after I
arrived in Shimmer Lake I was starting to go stir crazy. The only time I went
out was to the grocery store, and I never made eye contact with the locals,
hoping to avoid a conversation. I was craving human contact and I needed to
look at something other than the inside of the cottage.


It was a
beautiful may day. The wet weather had given us a bit of a reprieve so I
decided to go for a walk. I packed a sandwich and an apple and two bottles of
water. There was woodland across the road from the cottage and I had noticed
trails as I had driven by.


As I exited my
cottage, I stopped short. Noah was cleaning out his Jeep with the doors wide
open and Coldplay pumping out of the speakers. The smell of cleaner wafted from
his car. He glanced up and smiled. “Where are you off to?” he asked casually as
he buffed the dash of his car.


Apprehension
washed over me. “Why?”


“No reason,
just curious.” He turned away, but I could have sworn I saw a flash of hurt
wash over his face. He had been nothing but kind to me since I arrived, and
after four weeks, I still was short with him. I couldn’t help it. Every time I
looked at him, I saw a version of Nick. He had ruined me, plain and simple and
I was starting to think that I would never be able to look at another man
without fearing for my life.


Despite my
turmoil, I was also feeling guilty, and I answered him. “I thought I’d take a
walk through the trails I saw across the road.” I gestured with my hand in the
direction I was headed, even though he wasn’t facing me.


He turned back
around, the causal smile returning to his face. “Good idea. The trails are nice
this time of year.” He tossed the cloth over his shoulder. “Have fun.” He began
wiping the chrome on the door.


I hesitated,
waiting for him to say something else, but he didn’t. I walked away, feeling
silly for thinking this man would harm me. Sylvia wouldn’t have sent me here
otherwise.


 


Noah was right;
the trails were beautiful this time of year. The leaves were out and flowers
were starting to bud. The birds were chirping up a storm. I walked through a
worn path feeling myself relax. I hadn’t felt like this since the night Noah
arrived. I had intended to sit out each night to enjoy the sights and sounds of
the lake. But he made me nervous and I was afraid if I ventured out too much, I
would run into him. I saw him often sitting on his deck, beer in hand, watching
the boaters on the water. A couple of times he veered out himself with a
fishing rod poking out of his red flat-bottom boat.


A bird squawked
above me, pulling me out of my thoughts. Feeling thirsty I stopped to sit down
in a grove of lilacs. I leaned back and let the sun soak my face and breathed
in the scent of fresh new leaves and the cool, crisp air. Taking a sip of my
water, I wished I had brought my laptop along. It was the perfect environment to
write about talking chipmunks and mice.


I stayed about
an hour contemplating life without my family and wondering if I was to become a
hermit, or if I should start venturing out. The lack of human contact was
making me feel lonelier than living with a monster. Nick hadn’t found me yet,
so I should take advantage of my freedom and actually start to live it. As I
headed back to the cottage I vowed to make more of an effort. When I went to
the grocery store I would make eye contact, maybe even make a friend. The idea
of having someone to talk to brought a smile to my face.


When I
approached the cottage I saw Noah lying back on a lawn chair, with something
cooking on his barbeque. He glanced my way when I opened the door, and a smile
lit up his face. He always seemed happy to see me, no matter how coldly I
treated him. “How was the walk?” he called out.


“You were
right, it was beautiful.”


He nodded. “Can
I interest you in a beer and burger?” he asked, more out of habit than anything
else. He invited me almost weekly. I always declined and he always brought me
over a plate.


My standard
denial was on the tip of my tongue but the vow I made popped in my head.
“Sure,” I replied before I could over-analyze it.


His eyes
widened with shock. “Great, come on over.”


I laid my bag
against my door and headed over, my heart racing with nerves. I just had to
ignore it if I was going to try to have a life. When I stepped up onto his
deck, the tantalizing smell of the barbeque assaulted my senses, making me glad
for throwing caution to the wind. Since I had been hiding out for the last few
weeks, I was craving barbequed food. I had a taste of it when I first arrived,
and then I was cut off when I started to avoid Noah. Noah handed me a beer and
gestured for me to take a seat in the empty chair.


I complied and
took a sip of the beer. It was really cold, and it tasted good on this warm
day.


Noah checked
the burgers, and then sat down, his usual smile planted on his lips. “How are
you getting along in the cottage? No problems, I hope.”


He seemed
nervous, which for some reason put me at ease, and I couldn’t help but smile.
“No, everything’s great. I love the place. I couldn’t have asked for a better
sanctuary.”


He nodded and
jumped up to get plates out of the cottage. He came back with a caesar salad to
accompany the burgers. I took another drink of beer, feeling more relaxed with
each sip. During dinner Noah kept telling me jokes, as though he knew I was a
bit uneasy and wanted to make me comfortable. I really appreciated it; I hadn’t
laughed in a while and I did tonight. The burger and salad were delicious, but
I didn’t stay long. Yes, I wanted to branch out, but it was going to take time.
I said good night and thanked him. As I took a few steps toward the cottage, he
called out to me. “You’re not afraid of me anymore, are you?”


I froze,
uneasiness lurking inside me. “Why do you think I was afraid of you?”


“I could see it
in your eyes, on our first two meetings. I backed off because I hated to see
it. You need to know I would never hurt you. You are safe here.” His tone of
voice was so serious, his eyes full of emotion.


I gulped the
lump that had formed in my throat, fighting tears. My trust in men had taken a
dive the last year, but for some reason I knew I could thrust this man. I had no
words, so I simply nodded and turned away.


“Hey!” he
called. When I spun back around he continued, “I’m going to the Memorial Day
picnic tomorrow. Do you want to come?”


Again, my first
response was no, but my vow played through my mind, and I realized I had felt
relaxed all through dinner. I needed—no, craved—human contact and this was a
chance to get it. “Sure, sounds good.”


He grinned.
“Okay. Be ready at four.”


I nodded and
turned back around, heading to the cottage. A small smile played at my lips,
and it felt good. I hadn’t had much to smile about lately.
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Fireworks


 


At four o’clock
the next day I stood outside by my car waiting. The idea of spending an
afternoon with not only Noah, but basically the whole town, was a bad idea—I
knew that. But I was tired of my own company and craved human contact. I had
been alone, without even talking on the phone, for a month. When I first
arrived, I wanted the quiet solace; now I couldn’t stand it.


So here I was,
freshly showered, hair pulled back in a barrette, and wearing a yellow
sundress. It was my first outing in Shimmer Lake and I felt the need to look
good.


I wasn’t the
only one trying to make a good impression. Noah came out of his house carrying
a small cooler strapped over his shoulder and a blanket tucked under an arm. He
was wearing a navy-blue polo shirt and khaki shorts. His hair looked damp from
his shower and was brushed haphazardly. His shirt enhanced the color of his
vivid blue eyes. When he walked toward me I caught a whiff of his cologne. He
smiled as he opened his car door, showing dimples. “Are you coming or not?” He
sat in the driver’s seat, leaning toward the passenger side window.


I opened the
door and got in. The inside of his Jeep was a tad messy, with a jacket and a pair
of sweats sprawled out in the back seat. There was an empty coffee cup in the
cup holder and a candy bar wrapper balled up in the console. The scent of
coffee still lingered. The radio was tuned to a classic rock station, and I
couldn’t help think of Nick. Did Noah’s liking the same music as my ex make him
a bad person? I doubted it; how could anyone who was a relative of Silvia be
anything but good? What did it matter what type of person he was? This was a
one-time deal. I would go with him, to get the craved socializing out of my
system, and then I’d go back to the cottage for a while. I’d come out every few
weeks when the craving arose again. I was okay with that; I had my novel’s
characters to keep me company. It had worked for years, why wasn’t it good
enough now?


He pulled into
the parking lot outside the park, waking me from my thoughts. We hadn’t said a
word as he drove. I was busy thinking, and he appeared comfortable with the
silence.


The park was
full of families sitting on blankets, and children running around playing in
the park and running into the water at the beach. It looked like the whole town
had come out to celebrate. I was having second thoughts when Noah opened his
door. I reached across the car and grabbed his arm to stop him from getting
out. “You know what?” I gasped, feeling panic building inside. For a year, I
hid from the world to hide what was happening to me, and this many people in
one place was slightly intimidating. “I don’t think this is a good idea. I
don’t know anyone—I don’t belong. I should go.” My words were rushed together,
expressing the panic I was feeling.


He turned to
face me, his eyes showing a hint of concern. “Whoa! Calm down.” He placed his
hand on my leg; his hand was warm and gentle. I flinched away and he pretended
not to notice.


“It’s okay.”
His words were soft, soothing. “It’s just a picnic. How are you going to meet
anyone if you stay in the cottage? Don’t worry, people around here are
friendly.” He got out, walked around the car, and opened my door. “You’re not
going to punch anyone, are you?” he asked with a smile, reminding me of the
first night we met. He closed the door behind me after I reluctantly climbed
out.


I pushed back
the fear that threatened at the reminder. I had thought Nick had found me. “Ha
ha. I told you, you startled me.” I reached for the blanket he was again
carrying, mainly to do something with my hands. I was nervous, and couldn’t get
rid of the butterflies having a party in my stomach.


The sun was out
in full force, but wasn’t too bad thanks to the cool breeze. The soft wind blew
the amazing smell of cooked meat. I glanced over to a tented area where a large
rotisserie barbeque was placed in front. Smoke rose above a large cut of beef
as it spun around the flames. My mouth watered just by the mouthwatering scent.


“Sure I did,”
he said with a wink. He took a few steps with the cooler over his shoulder.
“Oh, there’s Sam and Kathy.”


I followed him
to a picnic table, where a cute couple were yelling at two little boys running
around their table chasing a little brown and black beagle. The man looked to
be mid-twenties to early thirties. His short brown hair was spiked at the top.
The woman appeared to be the same age. She was wearing a purple sleeveless silk
top and a short faded jean skirt. Her red hair was up in a messy bun. They
noticed our approach and waved us over. The woman, whom I now recognized as
Kathy from the grocery store, glanced over at me. “So you finally got your
neighbor out? Anna, right? It’s good to see you again.”


“You too.”


“Yeah, she
couldn’t resist a picnic,” Noah replied, setting his load onto the grass.


I placed the
blanket on top of Noah’s cooler and sat down next to Kathy, feeling anxious by
her husband. 


Sam’s eyes
widened as Noah took the empty bench beside him. He leaned his elbows on the
wooden table. “You’re the one who punched Noah?” Sam asked, laughing.


Kathy grinned,
holding out her right hand. “Can I shake your hand? I have wanted to do that
since I was sixteen after he broke my heart.” She glanced at Noah with a frown
and droopy puppy dog eyes.


“Kathy, I’m
sitting right here,” Sam pointed out, a shocked expression on his face, his
eyes twinkling with laughter.


“It didn’t take
you long to get over me. You hooked up with my best friend a few months later.”
Noah added his version of the story. As I watched the banter between them, I
felt a surge of jealousy. It reminded me of Brenda and Debbie; I missed them so
much.


“Anna, are you
settling in okay?” Kathy asked, taking a beer out of a cooler and handing it to
Noah, then lifting one up for me.


I took it and
popped the top off. “Yes, it’s really a beautiful place. But it’s very
different here. I’m used to living in a big city.”


She traced her
finger along her beer bottle, making lines in the condensation. “You should
come down to Mable’s for some pie and visit me while I work.”


The name was
vaguely familiar. “Is that where you got that amazing coffee when we met?” I
asked Noah, who had turned around, his back to us, throwing a ball for one of
the boys.


He looked over
his shoulder at me. “Yep, you should try the pie. Mable makes the best lemon
meringue I’ve ever tasted. I tried a few bakeries in Philadelphia when I lived
there and not one could compare.”


“You lived in Philadelphia?”


He spun around
to face us again just as the ball he had thrown collided with the back of his
head. We all laughed as Noah picked up the ball and whipped it at the older boy
who had thrown it.


Once Kathy’s
laughter subsided, she explained, “Yeah, our Noah was a hot shot architect,
until that bitch Becca messed with his head.” She took a sip of beer. “Ow,” she
yelped after she swallowed as Sam kicked her under the table. “Oh, I’m sorry,
Noah; I shouldn’t have brought that up.”


“No, it’s okay.
I mentioned it first.”


There was
obviously a story there, but I didn’t ask and no one said anything else.


A very tall man
that looked like he was wearing stilts began walking to the center of the park,
and then stopped. He was carrying a microphone. I had never seen anyone as tall
in my life. But that wasn’t the only odd thing about him. He had a receding
hairline, a pointed long nose, and was wearing an ugly yellow suit The picture
of a canary popped in my head.


“Attention,
everyone.” His voice was deep, almost melodic. “I’d like to welcome you here to
the annual Memorial Day picnic. I see everyone has come out to celebrate, and a
few new faces have joined us as well.” He glanced at me as he paused. Some
people followed his gaze and I felt myself shrink back to hide behind Kathy.
With that many eyes on me, the odds were higher that I might be recognized. I
didn’t have my photo on most of my books, but with Wendy’s Wish, the
publisher forced me. Hopefully the book wasn’t very popular in this town.


“Let’s give a
round of applause to the women of the planning committee, who have been cooking
up a storm for days.” He began clapping as about ten women stood up who were
seated near the tent with the food table. When the clapping died down he
continued his speech. “Dinner is ready, so if you’d like to form a line you may
begin. And don’t forget to put a donation in the bucket for next year.”
Everyone clapped for the food as much as they did for the man who was now
walking toward the food table, taking the first spot in line.


“Who is that
man? And why is he wearing a yellow suit?” I leaned in and asked Kathy.


“Mayor Alfred,”
she replied, turning to look at me. A lock of hair fell out of her bun, and she
tucked it behind her ear. “If you think that suit’s bad, wait until Easter when
he wears his pale purple one.”


I laughed. I
couldn’t imagine a man, let alone one as tall and skinny as him, wearing a
purple suit. “Seriously?”


“Are you two
discussing our mayor’s fine fashion sense?” Noah asked, standing beside me,
leaning between us. I couldn’t help but breathe him in. There was the smell of
his spicy cologne, but underneath it was the scent of wood. What was I doing?
Sniffing him? Was I so desperate for the soft touch of a man that I’d fall for
the first one I see? I couldn’t let that happen. I couldn’t ever trust
again. The pain was just too much. I quickly scolded myself.


“Yes, but he
dresses almost as bad as you, Noah.” She grinned at him, and he laughed. She
pushed him away so she could stand up. “Let me by, I have to get in line to get
some food for the two monsters.” She paused and tilted her head. “I mean the
younger ones.” She laughed at her own joke as she stepped away.


Sam looked up
from his beer. “What about me?”


She had started
toward the line. “Get your own,” she called over her shoulder. I followed until
I was walking beside her. With every step we took toward the food, the line
seemed to grow. Half the town was already there eager to eat. The familiar
anxious feeling emerged as we mixed into the crowd. I took a deep breath and
moved closer to Kathy. We had just met but I felt comfortable around her; she
reminded me of Debbie.


“Your boys are
beautiful. What are their names?” I asked.


“The one over
there wrestling with the dog is Jeremy.” I looked to where she pointed and saw
the boy who looked about eight, his hair was dark brown like his father’s, he
was wearing jean shorts and a T-shirt, both were full of grass stains, and yes
he was wresting with the dog over a ball. “And the one trying to jump on Noah
is Jamie.” Jamie looked about ten or eleven, and he, like his mother, had red
hair and green eyes. He was trying to jump on Noah’s back while Noah was making
his way to the food table, but every time Jamie put his arms on Noah’s
shoulders, Noah would pretend to swat a fly and knock him to the ground. We
could hear Jamie’s laughter from where we now stood in line. We watched as Sam
approached the two, carrying Jeremy, just as Jamie landed on Noah’s shoulder,
surprising Noah and knocking him to the ground. Sam and Jeremy jumped on them
in a pile of laughter and curses.


The scene both
warmed my heart and made me sad. I really missed my niece and nephew. “Noah
seems to love your boys.” We took a few more steps, getting a little closer to
the meal. I actually couldn’t wait; the aromas drifting in the air smelled
delicious.


Kathy smiled,
emotion warming her eyes. “And they love him too. He moved away when they were
little, but he’s been home for about three years. They call him Uncle Noah,
which he loves, since his own niece lives in New York state.”


“Sam and Noah
have been best friends for a long time?” I leaned into Kathy after a short
balding man in front of me elbowed me in the gut. Air whooshed out of me, and I
resisted the urge to groan. Kathy grinned and stifled some laughter.


“Since about
birth. Their parents were close, and when Noah’s folks moved after high school,
Noah stayed with Sam’s family. He went to a college nearby with Sam. Sam was
devastated at the thought of Noah moving away, so it was lucky for him that
Noah didn’t want to leave either. He’s not much of a city boy. We were all
surprised when he moved to Philadelphia.” Her expression changed as she glanced
over my shoulder. I turned to see what she was looking at. The two women I had
seen at the grocery store a month ago who Kathy had called gossip mongers stood
in line behind us.


“Hey, Kathy,
who’s your friend?” the one with short brown hair asked. Kathy rolled her eyes
at me, then turned to look at the women. A fake smile was pasted on her face.
“Anna, this is Cindy Mason and Kelly Bartlet. This is Anna, she moved into
Sylvia Newman’s cottage.”


Cindy smiled;
it was just as fake as Kathy’s. “Oh, so you’re Noah’s new neighbor. That
explains why he brought you. Isn’t he friendly?”


Was I just
insulted by a woman I had never met before?
Obviously she had the wrong idea about Noah and me. “Yes, it was very nice of
him to bring me here and show me around. But we’re just friends.”


Kathy glared at
Cindy. “Actually, she and Noah have been inseparable since she moved here. He
told Sam they get along so well he just had to ask her to the picnic.” She
turned to me with her eyes wide, obviously trying to send me a private message.
“Aren’t you, Anna?”


By the tone of
her voice I was afraid to argue. “Yes, we’re having a great time,” I answered,
playing along.


Cindy’s face
went cold as she turned to Kelly. “Oh look, there’s Wade, lets go see how
Cheryl’s doing.” She pulled her friend away, glaring at me as she went.


I turned to my
new friend. “What the hell was that?”


Her green eyes
were now narrowed, her jaw clenched. “That bitch has been after Noah since he
moved back three years ago. And since she was already jealous of the two of
you, I thought I’d add fuel to the fire.”


“But there is
nothing between Noah and me.”


She shoved me,
making me take a few steps forward as the line moved up a bit. We were almost
to the table. “She doesn’t have to know that. And besides, if you’re worried
about Noah, I’ll tell him what I did. He knows I love giving Cindy a hard time
and if it keeps her away from him, he’ll thank me.” The line moved again, and
it was finally our turn. She took two plates from the stack to fill.


“Tell me what
Jeremy likes, and I’ll get his and mine.”


“You don’t have
to do that; I can get back in line.”


“Don’t be
ridiculous, I have two hands. You get Jamie’s and I’ll get Jeremy’s. Noah and
Sam can get their own, if they ever stop playing around.” I glanced behind me
to the four males, who were now throwing a Frisbee around.


Kathy laughed.
“I like you; I think you and I are going to get along great.”


I smiled. That
sounded too good to be true—my freedom, and friends. Maybe I would like it
here. I ignored the nagging feeling that I should keep to myself. I hadn’t
spoken to a single person besides Noah in a month.


After our
plates were filled, we headed back to the table. Noah and Sam took their turn.
When everyone was sitting down at the picnic table enjoying their food, Kathy
turned to Noah. “Hey, Noah, did you see Cindy?”


He froze. His
macaroni-salad-filled fork hovered in front of his mouth. “Almost. I saw her
headed my way, but I ducked behind the boys. So she went after Frank instead.
He didn’t look happy.” Frank must be the black-haired tall guy wearing a cowboy
hat that I had seen her talking to earlier.


“Well, she
insulted Anna. She must have seen you two show up together and thought you were
an item. Anna was about to set her straight until I told her you guys were
basically in a hot love affair.”


Noah turned to
me and grinned, a gentle breeze blowing a strand of hair onto his forehead. “A
love affair already?” He winked. “I’m fast.”


Sam, who was
quietly shoving food in his face, added, “So we’ve heard.” Kathy and I laughed.
Noah punched Sam in the shoulder.


The rest of the
afternoon was fun. The boys entered a few competitions. Jamie beat everyone at
the watermelon-eating contest. Jeremy came in third in the three-legged race
with his friend Curtis. We sat around watching them, drinking. Every time I put
an empty beer bottle down, Noah was handing me another. If I didn’t know any
better, I’d say he was trying to get me drunk. But since we hardly knew each
other, I decided he was just being friendly. On the fourth one, I told him I
had had enough.


“You guys
staying for the fireworks?” Sam asked Noah. He was sitting next to his wife,
with his arm wrapped casually around her shoulder.


Noah was
spinning one of my beer caps on top of the table. “It’s up to Anna, since she’s
the guest.” He glanced at me. “What do you think, do you want to stay?”


I’m not sure if
it was because I had gone so long without socializing or it was the
environment, but I felt really relaxed. Not just with the group I was with, but
with the whole town. I hadn’t felt that way in so long, it was a feeling I
could get used to.


And I loved
fireworks. The last time I watched them was at the park in my mother’s
neighborhood. Haley was wrapped around me like a backpack, terrified of the
noise. “Sure.” I lifted my soda can to my mouth and paused. “So Sam, what do
you do?” He was sitting across from me, and I was enjoying everyone’s company.
Although it could have been the beer making me feel all loose and friendly.


“I’m a cop.”


I choked on my
soda. “A cop, here? Isn’t Shimmer Lake too small for a police station?”


“I work in
Martin, about half an hour south of here.”


I was suddenly
very nervous. I bent my head, trying to hide my face just in case Nick had my
picture spread at every police department in the country. Of course since Sam
had spent the day with me, it was too late. But it didn’t matter; the relaxing,
comfortableness I was feeling had disappeared. “Noah, I just remembered, I have
a phone call to make.” I turned to him, lifting my leg up over the bench.
“Would you mind driving me home?”


“Are you sure?
The fireworks are usually pretty good,” he asked, exchanging confused looks
with Kathy and Sam.


I stood up, a
knot of nerves forming in the pit of my stomach. My hands threaten to shake; I
wished I had pockets to hide them in. “I’m sure, but you can come back after
you drop me off or I could call a cab. I don’t want to put you out.” I was
extremely anxious to get away.


They all smiled
at me. “No cabs around here, but I’ll take you home. It’s no problem.” Noah
stood up and started weaving around the people lounging on blankets, heading to
his car.


I followed.
“Thank you both, I had a great time,” I called over my shoulder.


“Come by the
diner some time,” Kathy yelled.


“I will.”


 


“Are you going
to tell me who you’re running from?” Noah asked. His voice was gentle, not
wanting to scare me like he had when we first met. We were parked in his
driveway. This time the ride was not as quiet. I kept him talking, asking about
the people from the picnic. I kept the conversation where I wanted because I
knew he would ask me why I wanted to leave.


Fear shot
through me. “I’m not running from anyone.” I opened my door and got out, making
my way to the cottage to let myself in.


Noah followed
me in and closed the door. He folded his arms in front of him as he leaned
against the arm chair. “Then why did you look terrified after you found out Sam
was a cop? You couldn’t get away fast enough.”


I stepped up to
the window, staring out at the lake, not wanting to make eye contact with him.
The buzz of fear lingered in my chest. The wind was picking up, creating waves
in the lake. They crashed against the dock, spraying water onto the top.


“I don’t know
what you’re talking about. I just remembered I had to get home. My mom is
supposed to call at eight, and I didn’t want to miss it.” I finally turned
around to face him.


He sat down on
the sofa, picked up the remote for the TV, and turned it on. A loud surge of
clapping rang out of the speakers as Wheel of Fortune appeared on the
screen.


“What are you
doing?” I asked, wishing that he would leave.


“Well, it’s
seven forty-five now,” he explained, glancing down at his watch. “So I figured
I’d wait for you to get your phone call, and then I could take you back for the
fireworks. They don’t start until about nine anyway.” He smiled at me again,
his eyes soft, his face relaxed. He wanted to know what was going on but I
could also tell he was taking extra care not to scare me. It almost worked. I
knew he wouldn’t hurt me, but his constant questions were making me anxious.


“I’m kind of
tired. I thought I’d go to bed after I got off the phone. My mom and I talk a
long time anyway. I don’t want to keep you waiting.”


He put his feet
up on the coffee table, his arms behind his head. The bottom of his sandals
were dirty. “I don’t mind, really. I have a sister, I know how women can talk.”


Ugh, how was I
supposed to get rid of him? And now I’d have to clean the coffee table. “I am
tired though, I’d really just like to relax and go to bed early.”


He shook his
head and chuckled. “You really aren’t going to tell me the truth, are you?”


“I am,” I
replied, falling into the chair next to the couch.


He stood up. “Fine,
but I want you to know you can trust me. I told you I would never hurt you and
I won’t let anyone else either. My grandmother asked me to protect you. And I
take that seriously. How can I do that when you won’t tell me the truth?” His
voice was filled with emotion. He truly just wanted to help me. But I couldn’t
let him in. Giving up, he nodded to me as he let himself out of the door. A few
seconds later I heard his car start and drive away. Thank God.


What was Sylvia
thinking? Didn’t she know how nosy her grandson is? I really didn’t know what I
was going to do about him. I couldn’t tell him the truth. I’d lie, but I
couldn’t think of one to make up. The truth was, I did run from Sam, and now
I’d have to avoid him, which was going to be hard because I really liked his
wife, and I hoped we could be friends. After spending time with people I liked
and enjoyed being around, I couldn’t go back to being a recluse as planned. I
craved human contact too much.


I sat in the
window seat watching the fireworks. I was tempted to go out on the patio and
watch them, but I was afraid of running into Noah. I was not in the mood to be
interrogated again tonight. He was right, though, the fireworks show was
beautiful; they went all out for such a small town. Despite the beauty, I
couldn’t help flash to a fireworks show so long ago at Disney World with my
parents. It was their first trip as a couple and they had taken us. The park
ended every night with an amazing fireworks show. My mood threatened to plummet
at the thought of my mother. I missed her so much, my chest ached and tears
flooded my eyes.


Since it was
late when it ended, I decided to go to bed before Noah got home.
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The smell of
bacon broke through the grogginess of my mind. The urge to ignore the tempting
aroma was strong. I was tired and needed to hold on the inky blackness of sleep
that helped me forget…something. Something that caused me pain. Maybe the
bruise on my left thigh Nick gave me because I didn’t wash his uniform
correctly. No, that wasn’t it. It was something that made my heart hurt, when I
thought of…something. I needed to stop these thoughts and go back to sleep
where there was no pain. But the smell was so strong, it pulled me further from
the peaceful darkness.


Who would make
me bacon? Nick never cooked unless he felt guilty, and that wasn’t very often.
Maybe he felt bad about the sprained wrist he gave me. Yeah, and bacon would
make me forgive him—in his mind maybe. Too bad, I wasn’t going to give him the
satisfaction. I rolled around on the soft mattress, getting comfortable, not
the least bit interested in easing his conscience, if in fact he had one.


My eyes snapped
open as I sat up suddenly.


I was wide
awake now and realized the smell of bacon was not a dream. Reality was coming
back to me in a wave of overwhelming ache. The something that I wanted to
forget was that I was here in Shimmer Lake, and not with my family. Knowing I
couldn’t see them was what was causing my heart to hurt. Except I wasn’t alone
like I was supposed to be; someone was in the cottage cooking. Nick had found
me, but why would he be cooking?


I slowly
climbed out of bed, pulled on my robe, and grabbed the baseball bat out of my
closet. The wood was smooth in my hand. It was the closest thing to a weapon I
could find. I still didn’t have the courage to get the gun I told myself to
buy.


With the bat
raised above my head, I tiptoed out of the room. My heart was racing with
panic. The floorboards creaked under my feet, making my racing heart jump into
my throat. I froze, listening for danger. But the only sounds I could hear were
the odd clink of silverware and the low hum of the radio.


As I moved
closer, new smells added to the bacon—melted butter and coffee. Someone was
definitely here, the question was…who? When I peeked out of the doorway, I saw
Noah standing in front of the stove, flipping bacon. There was music playing
softly, and he hummed along to the tune. I hid the bat behind the door, then
pulling my robe tighter, I sauntered out into the kitchen. “What are you
doing?”


He turned his
head, flashing a grin before adding eggs to an empty pan. “I’m making
breakfast. How do you like your eggs?” he asked, ignoring my words.


Feeling
dumbstruck by the fact that he just let himself in, making himself at home, I
gaped at him, and the fear I felt turned to shock. “Noah, you can’t just barge
in here. How did you get in?”


He pulled a few
pieces of paper towel from the roll and placed them on a plate, then glanced at
me, his face showing a hint of amusement. “With my key. I had something to ask
you, so I thought I’d make you breakfast. I remember that you like to sleep in
so I didn’t want to knock. Tell me how you like your eggs or I’ll scramble them
whether you like it or not.”


A sigh of
exasperation snuck out of me. I felt like I was dealing with a child. The vow I
made to make friends did not include Noah coming into the cottage whenever he
wanted. But what could I do? He had a key, and if he was determined to use it,
he would. I had only known him for a month, and I was starting to realize that
he took his promise to his grandmother to protect me a little too far. “Over
easy.” I gave up for now, too tired to fight with him. I was happy to say I no
longer felt fear around him, just nervousness.


He smiled
again, this time showing a dimple on his right cheek. “Coming right up. You
want to make the toast?” He gestured with the spatula over his shoulder to the
toaster. 


I sighed again,
reaching into the bread box. I put four slices in the toaster and pushed down
on the lever. “What are you doing here, really? Don’t you have a home?” The
frustration over his stubbornness was clear in my voice.


“Wow, you are
so welcoming. I’ve never had such a friendly neighbor before, you’re making me
blush.” He took a bite of bacon that was now lying on the paper towel, and
stared at me. “I’m here because I don’t have any bacon or eggs and I had a
craving.” He flipped a couple of eggs and took two plates down from the
cupboard. “Plus, I told my grandmother that I would look out for you, so I am.
And by doing what she wants, I get what I want, which is eggs. And I was
thinking, since you were beginning to branch out, we can keep each other
company. We both live alone, there’s no one else around here until next month.
What do you say? I hate eating by myself.”


My mind went
blank, confused by his words. “What, you want to eat together every day?”


“Well, not
every day, but whenever one of us feels like making a big meal and wants
company, why not?” He slid the eggs onto a plate and handed it to me. I took
it, and then buttered the toast that I pulled from the toaster. We moved over
to the table for our second meal together, or was it our third?


I waited for
the fear to come, and I was thankful that it didn’t. I was afraid that my trust
in this man would be short-lived. But despite my annoyance of him, I felt
comfortable. Over the last month Noah had managed to chip at the wall I had
built. I was still nervous, but that was okay, it was better than
heart-stopping fear. I almost felt normal again. “Well, I don’t cook, so it
won’t be me making any big meals.” I dipped my toast into my egg yolk. “Unless
you consider grilled cheese and canned soup a big meal?”


He laughed.
“No, I don’t. I love to cook, and I’m always making way too much for myself, so
whenever you want some good food, you’re welcome anytime.”


He was a good
cook. The few times he brought me food reminded me of my mom’s home-cooked
meals. I knew if I declined him he’d still bring me food, but all he was asking
for was company. For a good meal, I could do that. “You just want to cook for
me so I’ll tell you my secret.”


His eyes
widened. “Ha…you just admitted you had a secret.” He pointed his fork at me.


I smiled, the
urge to laugh bubbling inside me. “No, I meant that you think I have a secret,
and you’re only cooking for me so I’ll tell you. But you’re wasting your time.
There isn’t one.”


“We’ll see,” he
replied, taking a drink of his coffee. He looked up and winked at me. His words
were playful, not at all threatening as I had once thought over a month ago.


I hated that I
was enjoying his company. Talking to him was so much better than listening to
the hum of the refrigerator or the drone of the TV. I was lonely, and it had
nothing to do with his voice being so damn sexy, or the fact that his eyes were
so bright, I could stare at them for days. Shaking those unwanted thoughts
away, I leaned forward. “Well, cook all you want, you’re good at it. Maybe I’ll
make up a secret just to eat like this every day.”


He laughed,
shrugging his shoulders as he scraped a piece of egg on top of his toast.
“Whatever, I know you’re hiding something, you can’t fool me. But we don’t need
to talk about that right now, we have to finish eating so we can get to the
barn before ten. Wade likes the horses out early.”


My hands
gripped my coffee mug, warmth seeping into my palms. Did I miss something?
“What are you talking about?”


“I help Wade
Barker take his horses out for exercise on Sundays, and since I’m looking out
for you, you’re coming with me.”


“I don’t need
you to look out for me. I’m fine. I told you there is nothing going on. I don’t
know why your grandmother said that. I’m a big girl, I can take care of
myself.”


He never looked
up from his food, just kept shoving eggs and bacon into his mouth. He swallowed
and then picked up a piece of toast, staring at it as if he was inspecting my
ability to spread butter. “Is that why you keep a bat in your bedroom?”


“How do you
know I keep a bat in the bedroom? Are you spying on me?” My eyes narrowed at
him as fear threatened yet again. “Are you some kind of pervert?”


Now he looked
up, tossing the toast back onto his plate. “No, but you were carrying a bat
with you when you came out of your room, so I assumed you kept it in there.”


My mouth was
open about to yell, but his words silenced me. “Oh.”


“And besides,
when I went back to watch the fireworks, Cindy was all over me trying to
convince me to dump you.” He paused, taking a deep breath. “I kind of made it
sound like we were dating. If you come with me, I can watch out for you and
Cindy will stay off my back.” When I opened my mouth to protest he held his
hand out to silence me. “And if you do this for me I’ll make you an amazing
dinner tonight. I make a great T-bone steak.”


All my fears
and nervousness washed away. There were just no words to express how silly he
sounded. “You want me to pretend to be your girlfriend to make some woman leave
you alone?” I asked him, shocked that this was happening at our age. He nodded.
“Well, I do have gym in a few minutes, but I guess I could go out with you
after school.” I couldn’t help my grin that threatened to become a full on
giggle.


“Okay, joke all
you want, but you don’t know Cindy, she’s very persistent. I’ve told her over
and over, and she never listens. Except for yesterday when you were there, she
didn’t come near me. As soon as you were gone she was like a fly on shit.” He
blinked. “And yes, I’m aware that I just called myself shit. But come on,
she won’t leave me alone.” His voice was so whiny it made me laugh. He was
scared of a persistent woman. I couldn’t help compare him to the monster. What
would Nick do in Noah’s situation? Hit her, or even worse. I cringed at where
my thoughts were heading. I pushed him out of my mind and focused on the man in
front of me, allowing myself to enjoy this. Besides, this could be fun to watch
and it wasn’t like I had anything else to do. And like he said, I’d get a good
meal out of it. T-bone steak sounded much better than the frozen dinner I
would have cooked. “Here’s the deal, if I pretend to be your girlfriend, you
cook dinner for me three times a week. And you have to back off the secret
thing.”


He narrowed his
eyes at me while he thought over my proposal. “Deal, but you may have to kiss
me and hold my hand or something like that to convince her.”


I hadn’t
thought of that. I tried to find the fear that should have been lurking,
instead of the nervous buzz that was coursing through my body. “Holding hands
is fine, but no kissing.”


“Peck on the
lips and the odd hug,” he countered, pointing at me.


“Peck on the
check, and arm around the shoulder.”


Once again, he
considered. “Deal.”


 


 






[bookmark: _Toc344035533]Chapter Twenty-Six


Midnight


 


I wasn’t sure
what to wear to go riding since I’d never been on a horse in my life, so I
settled on a blue T-shirt and jeans. I’d seen people wear jeans in movies when
they worked with horses. I left my hair down, tucked behind an ear.


I must have
guessed right because when I went out to meet Noah, he was wearing jeans and a
T-shirt as well. Only his was black with a gray eagle spread along his right
shoulder. On his head he was wearing a red baseball cap pulled low over his
eyes. He was holding another cap in his hand; this one was blue.


“Here,” he said,
handing it to me. “The sun’s going to be bright today, and it can get kind of
dusty on the trails.” I took it from him and placed it on my head, threading my
hair through the hole in the back. He slapped the brim of my cap and then
climbed into his Jeep. “Come on,” he called when I hesitated. The urge to turn
away and lock myself in the cottage was strong, but I fought it, telling myself
I had made a deal with Noah, and I needed to keep up my part of the bargain.


The drive to the
farm was peaceful, the scenery, like the rest of Shimmer Lake, beautiful. Wade
lived outside of town on a farm that seemed to spread for miles. Noah pulled
into a lane, driving down a long driveway that led to a large red brick
farmhouse.


The barn was to
the left of the house about fifty feet away. We met Wade inside where he was
brushing a brown horse that had a white spot in between its eyes. Wade wore the
standard uniform, jeans and a white T-shirt, but on his head was a cowboy hat,
on his feet were work boots. He had black hair and ocean-blue eyes. “It’s about
time you got here,” he said to Noah.


“She’s not
really an early riser.” Noah nodded to me.


“You must be
Anna. Noah told me you’d be helping this morning. You ever ride a horse
before?”


“Ah…no.” Just
the thought of hopping on such a massive animal that could stomp me to death
scared the crap out of me.


“Well, I just
took Singer here out, and there’s only two more that need to go. I’ve got some
work out back to do.”


“Sounds good,
go ahead, we can handle the rest,” Noah said as he took a saddle off the wall.
Wade led Singer to the stalls and let him in, and then he gave us a salute
before heading out of the barn. We were left alone with the horses. I couldn’t
see them, but I could hear shuffling sounds coming from the back. The floor of
the barn was cement but a lot of it was covered in hay. There were strands of
it already sticking to the bottom of my shoes, and it was all you could smell.


“Okay, come on,
the horses are down here.” He led me down a row of doors and stopped at the
second from the last. He pushed it open to reveal a large shiny black horse.
“This is Midnight. He’s a good old boy who will be safe enough for you.” He
placed the saddle on the horse and buckled him in. “Can you go out and get me a
harness for him? They’re hanging on the wall in the tack room.”


I froze. Did I
admit that I didn’t have a clue what that was, or should I pretend to know and
get the wrong thing? He took the choice away from me. “It’s the thing that goes
over their head and has the straps.”


I scrunched up
my face. “I know what it means.”


He turned away
and stroked the horse’s head. “Sure you do.”


I stuck my
tongue out at him, but it didn’t really count since he didn’t see me. As I
headed to the back room I remembered my hat, which I had taken off in the car.
I went out to retrieve it and put it on, and then went back inside to the tack
room. On the wall were hundreds of horse thingies that, frankly, intimidated
me. Lots of metal and leather hung from hooks. I located what I was looking for
in the right back corner and stretched up on my tip toes to pull it from the
peg. The strap was made out of brown soft leather that was wrinkled from
continuous use; the metal was cold.


When I headed
back to the stall, I heard voices. Wade must have forgotten something. I was
about to walk into the stall when I heard the tinkle of a woman’s laugh. “Come
on, Noah, dump her, you know we could have fun together.” I peeked through the
crack in the door and saw Cindy rubbing Noah’s shoulder and leaning in, trying
to kiss him. He pushed her away, stepping to the other side of the horse.
Midnight swatted his tail and huffed. He didn’t like her either.


“Cindy, I told
you, I’m dating Anna now, please stop this.”


She followed,
tiptoeing lightly through the hay, and leaned up against him, rubbing his
chest. “Come on, Noah, you can handle two women, can’t you?”


I was enjoying
myself watching Noah squirm, but now I was annoyed. What kind of woman would
throw herself at a guy like this, and then willingly encourage cheating?


“Cindy, I’m not
like that. I would never cheat on Anna or anyone I was with.”


“You always
were a great guy. But really, Noah, how much could you like this girl, you
haven’t known her long.”


Now I
understood why Noah wanted my help. The women wouldn’t take no for an answer.
“Actually, we met quite a while ago while he was visiting his grandmother,” I
said, walking into the stall and taking Noah’s hand. He squeezed mine hard,
obviously grateful I had intervened. I cringed, thinking back to the time when
I tried to escape Nick, and he squeezed my hand in the car. I shook the memory
away before worse ones appeared.


Cindy backed up
against the wall and scowled at me. “You never told me you were seeing
someone.”


“We met last
year. Remember when I went to visit my mom? My grandmother brought her to the
house and we’ve been emailing and talking on the phone ever since. It wasn’t
serious until a few months ago when she decided to move down here.” Letting go
of my hand, he wrapped his arm around my shoulder.


I swear Cindy
turned green. “Well, let me know when you change your mind,” she huffed,
storming out of the barn, slamming the stall door. It smacked against the
wooden frame with a loud crack.


He breathed a
sigh of relief, removing his arm from my shoulder. “Thank you.”


“You’re
welcome. I’ve never seen a woman so desperate in my life. I thought you were
exaggerating. You were right, you do need my help.”


He took the
harness I was still holding and placed it on the horse’s head. “Right now I
need your help leading Midnight outside while I get Steve.”


I laughed,
standing a safe distance from the huge animal. “Steve? There’s a horse named
Steve?”


His eyes
crinkled at the corners, and his lips twitched. “Yeah, Wade and Cheryl let
their daughter name him when he was born, and she chose Steve. They thought it
was funny so they went along with it.”


“How long will
I have to stand out there holding this enormous horse?” I asked, just as
Midnight lowered his head to nuzzle on my hat. I stepped back, panic settling
in. “Ah… I can’t. I’ve never been near a horse before.”


“Relax, he’s
harmless.” He led Midnight outside. I followed behind, watching the horse’s
long black tail swish from side to side. Once we were outside, he took my hand
and guided it to his bridle. He walked back inside leaving me alone with the
very big animal.


“Hey, boy, it’s
okay. Please don’t eat me.” My voice was a soft whisper as I nervously rubbed
the side of his face the way I had seen Noah and Wade do it. His black fur was
like silk.


Noah came back
out with a reddish-brown horse that must be Steve, and tied him loosely to the wooden
fence.


“Here, hop on,”
he said, cupping his hands together so I could jump up onto Midnight’s back. I
did what he said, placing my sneakered foot into his hands, worrying that I
would hurt him. I couldn’t help noticing his usual scent of wood, mixed in with
the hay and horse smell. He hefted me up and I landed on the hard leather
saddle. It smelled of wax. I felt wobbly and held onto the reins tightly. I
didn’t want to move for fear I would fall off.


I watched Noah
expertly climb onto his horse. He clicked his tongue and tapped the animal
gently with his legs, and they started moving. I did the same waiting to move
forward; instead, Midnight leaned down to graze on a juicy dandelion growing in
the dirt, his lips making a sucking sound. I clicked my tongue louder this
time, only to hear Midnight blow out air in answer. When I patted his shoulder,
he stomped his hoof, making dust fly.


I glanced up at
Noah’s back as he drew farther away, his body graceful in his shiny leather
saddle. “Uh…Noah?” My voice was softer than I intended, afraid to spook the
massive animal underneath me.


Noah turned,
expecting to see me right behind him, and when I wasn’t there, he glanced
around. A soft chuckle reached me from the distance between us. “Problems?” he
called to me without turning his horse around.


Was he kidding?
“Not at all. I intend to stand in this spot for the rest of the afternoon while
you enjoy a nice stroll through nature.”


He steered the
horse sideways a little and let out a loud whistle, and that was all it took to
get Midnight moving. He trotted slowly as I bounced up and down on the hard
leather. It didn’t take long to catch up with Steve and Noah. “So what do you
think?” It was the man who asked, not the horse.


I was afraid to
look at him; instead, my gaze stayed fixed in front of me. We were still in a
field, but were headed to a wooded area where I could see a dirt trail. “I
don’t know, I’m too busy worrying I’m going to fall off.”


“You’re doing
fine, just relax and enjoy the view,” he said, pointing to the trees in front
of us. The leaves were just starting to bloom on the branches along the path.


I shifted my
head slightly in his direction, still afraid of making sudden movements. “So,
why was Cindy here?”


He frowned,
looking ahead of him. “Ugh… she knows I come here every Sunday. She lives down
the road. She comes by with the excuse to visit Cheryl, Wade’s wife, who can’t
stand her, by the way.”


I huffed and
nodded my head. “She does come on a little strong.”


Now he turned
to look at me, his eyes wide. “You think?”


“Why you?” I
asked with a grin. The fear in his eyes made me want to laugh.


He turned away
again, gazing ahead of him. “It’s not just me. Any guy her age she considers
good looking is fair game.”


I glanced down
at my hands. My knuckles were white, clenched around the reins. “Don’t you have
a girlfriend? I mean other than her. You’re kinda cute and nice enough, at
least when you’re not being so damn pushy.”


A soft chuckle
came out of him; it was a nice sound. “Was that a compliment?” he asked, glancing
at me. I nodded. “I had a girlfriend. That’s why I moved to Philadelphia. She
was following her dream, and I followed her.” His eyes that had been relaxed
turned sad.


“I’m guessing
things didn’t turn out as you’d hoped.” I loosened my fingers a little, getting
used to the rhythm of Midnight’s steps. I wasn’t bouncing as roughly.


“It did for a
few years, until I found her in my bed boinking my business partner.”


I couldn’t help
but smile at his choice of words, how old was he twelve? “Seriously? What did
you do?”


A hawk
screeched above us, and he looked up. “I left the next day, sold my shares of
the company to his ex-wife for a dollar.”


I gaped at him,
my eyes wide. “A dollar, why would you do that?’


“I didn’t need
the money. I wanted to screw him, like he did my girlfriend.”


I laughed, and
couldn’t stop. It was such a spiteful thing to do. I wish I had thought of
something like that for Nick. Leaving him wasn’t enough. I should have cut all
the right sleeves off of his shirts. I saw that in a movie once. “So you came
back here and started over?”


“Not at first.
I moved back, but starting over implies that I did something constructive.
First I drank a lot. I stayed in the cottage for days without coming out, until
my grandma came down and told me if I continued to waste my life over some
woman who didn’t deserve me in the first place I would have to find somewhere
else to do it. But if I wanted to move on with my life I could have the house
if I fixed the cottage. I did it, and she gave me the house.”


My heart warmed
just talking about his grandmother. My own died when I was a baby, and I
suddenly missed what I never had. “She sounds like such a wonderful woman.”


He narrowed his
eyes. “You know she is. You just won’t admit you know her.” Dread plunged in my
gut—he was going to bug me about my past again. But then he smiled and I
breathed a sigh of relief. “But yes, she is a great woman,” he said
thoughtfully, looking off in the distance. All I could see were trees and
fields, no buildings in sight. It was so peaceful. The only sounds were birds
chirping and the sounds of bugs flickering, in the grass. “That’s why when she
tells me to take care of you, I listen.”


“Don’t start.
Remember our deal, you’re not supposed to pry.”


He steered his
horse closer to mine, so we could enter the trail through the trees. It was
darker in here but the sun shone brightly above us, lighting our way. “I’m not,
but that doesn’t mean I won’t look out for you.”


A branch
brushed up against my bare arm, leaving a light scratch along my skin. I barely
noticed as I glanced at him. “So, now you don’t trust women?”


“Well, I
haven’t met anyone that I’d want to risk getting hurt again for. I’d like to
think that when I do, that I can trust her. Just because Becca was a cheating
bitch doesn’t mean all women are.”


I nodded. His
words were wise, but they didn’t apply to me. I knew just because Nick was an
abuser didn’t mean another man would hurt me, but since I couldn’t tell the bad
from the good, I wasn’t going to take that chance again. It just wasn’t worth
it. The fake relationship I had with Noah would be the closest I’d get to a
real one again. Love was too painful. “Whose wedding did you go to when I first
arrived?”


“Becca’s.”


Feeling a
little steadier, I reached out and rubbed Midnight’s neck. His velvety soft fur
felt so smooth against my hand. “She married the business partner?”


“Yep.”


“Why did you
go?”


He shifted in
his seat. “I wanted them to know that I was over it, and I no longer care what
they did.”


“Wow, you’re
stronger than I am. I would never have been able to do that.”


He turned to
face me, his bright blue eyes serious. “It wasn’t easy, and I drank a lot of
alcohol afterward, but I did it and now I can forget about it and move on.”
Light shone ahead of us, where the tree line ended. We emerged out of the
darkness onto a grassy knoll that led to a small little pond. It was pear
shaped, and clear, and the sun shone on the water, making the surface shimmer.
The air smelled of leaves, dirt, and grass.


Noah jumped off
of Steve, leading the horse to the water for a drink. I slowly slid off of
Midnight, the edge of the saddle digging in my stomach. I followed Noah and
tied Midnight to a bush. He drank the water in big gulps. While the horses
drank their fill, I sat on a large boulder and watched Noah skip a few rocks.


“I told you
something very personal, now it’s your turn.” He didn’t look at me as he spoke.
The long grass beside him that bordered the pond swayed in the wind.


He was right,
and it was only fair, but what could I tell him? I didn’t want to talk about
Nick. But I had had other boyfriends and lots of stories. “My senior year of
high school, my boyfriend of two years stood me up and took Samantha Patterson
to the prom. She was a major sleaze.”


His hand froze
in the air as he was about to throw a rock. He turned his head to glance at me.
His eyes were shadowed under his cap. “Did you get even?”


“I didn’t have
to. Samantha gave him gonorrhea. He suffered enough.”


He laughed,
turning back to throw the rock. “We should head back. I have some things to do
before I make dinner.” We both untied our horses and hopped on, one of us more
graceful than the other.


“Like what?”
Once I was up, I wobbled, finding myself tipping off the other side. Noah
grabbed me just in time, before I took a nose-dive into the dirt.


“You okay?” he
asked as he let go of my arm.


I steadied
myself, spreading my legs. “Yeah, I’m good.”


Noah and Steve
started back toward the woods again, and thankfully, Midnight followed without
any prodding from me. “What do you need to do?” I asked again.


He ducked under
a branch as we started through the trail. “Well, if we want to eat, I need to
get food.” He smiled. “And I have an order I’m starting tomorrow so I want to
go over the plans.”


A brown
squirrel launched across the path barely missing being trampled by a big hoof.
My heart leapt, for a second, as I worried the rodent would make me fall, but
Midnight didn’t even notice. “An order for what?” I asked when my heart slowed.


“Kitchen
cabinets. I’m a cabinet maker. My shop is on the other side of my house.”


“I thought that
was a barn.”


“It was at one
time, but I converted it when I renovated Grandma’s cottage. Now I use it for
my shop.”


“You don’t
renovate anymore?”


“I can, but I
chose to specialize. I enjoy making cabinets. I have a website and I get a lot
of orders off of that.” He gave me a sideways look. “What about you? You said
you were a writer. Have you sold anything?”


“Yeah, I write
articles for magazines.” It wasn’t exactly a lie. I had done it at one time,
just not in years.


We were almost
back at the barn. We grew quiet taking in the view, and enjoying the
peacefulness of the day.


 


“How was your first ride, Anna?” Wade asked
me as we loaded the horses into the stalls. Nick showed me how to brush them
after we removed their saddles. I really like doing it; it was relaxing.


“Great,
Midnight is such a gentle animal, and the view is breathtaking. The only
problem is my butt’s going to be sore for days.” I couldn’t help rubbing my
abused backside.


He laughed.
“Yeah, that tends to happen the first few times. If you keep coming down here
with Noah, I’m sure you’ll get used to it.”


I wasn’t not
sure if that was a good idea. Any more days like this and I was afraid I’d get
attached. And that was not a good thing.


 


 






[bookmark: _Toc344035534]Chapter Twenty-Seven


A Good Meal


 


Noah dropped me
off before going shopping. I offered to help him, but he declined, saying I’d
just be in his way. He was in a hurry to get back home.


Maybe it was
the fresh air, but when I stepped inside the cottage I felt inspired. Even
though I had been writing, it still wasn’t flowing as well as it used to. So I
had to start whenever the urge arose. I whipped my hat off and cringed; my hair
smelled of horse. Okay, writing would have to wait—shower first.


Two hours
later, I was really getting into the plot of my book. Sammy had just told his
friend Jimmy that he found a little world in his back yard. Of course Jimmy
didn’t believe him so Sammy introduced him to Ernie, the chipmunk.


“Hello?” a
women’s voice called from the other room. Damn, I forgot to lock the door.


I didn’t get up
to see who it was. I couldn’t stop my train of thought. I had to get the words
down before I forgot. “In here,” I yelled, typing as quickly as I could.


“Hi, what are
you doing?” Kathy asked from the doorway of my office.


I finished the
sentence and pressed save. “Just writing a letter.” I closed the file and
turned around. I couldn’t tell her I wrote children’s books. Since she had
kids, she might recognize me.


“I’m sorry to
intrude. I know you have plans with your boyfriend, so I won’t keep you.” I
narrowed my eyes at her, about to argue. She laughed. “I know you’re just
helping Noah out, he told me about your deal. And it’s working; Cindy’s already
told everyone in town you two are an item. I’ve seen her face when she’s said
it and I love it. I’m so happy you got her off of Noah’s back.”


I leaned back
in my office chair, the springs groaning in protest. “She is a bit pushy, isn’t
she?”


She yanked her
purse strap up higher onto her shoulder. “That’s an understatement. Anyway, I
came to invite you to come to the diner for lunch tomorrow. My break is at one,
so I thought we could eat together and get to know each other better.”


There was no
way I could do that; my mind told me to keep a safe distance. “I’d love to.”
Damn, that slipped out; too bad my instinct never listened to my mind. If it
had, things might have been different with Nick.


“Okay, I’ll see
you then. By the way aren’t you supposed to be at Noah’s for six?”


I nodded.
“Yes.”


“It’s five to
six now. See ya tomorrow,” she called over her shoulder as she headed out.


Shit, I was
late. Thank god I had a shower after our ride this morning; I wouldn’t want to
show up smelling of horse. I yanked clothes out of the closet, not even looking
to see what they were, what did it matter? It wasn’t a date, just a payment for
my part of the deal. After I dressed in what turned out to be a black silk
blouse and dark skinny jeans, I fluffed my hair and added some more makeup.


I knocked on
his door at six fifteen; not too bad. It was very handy that he lived right
next door. I heard him yell, “Over here,” from the back of the house. I
followed the voice along the wrap-around deck and found him flipping steaks on
the barbeque with a beer in his hand. He looked up at me. “You’re late,” he
said with a grin that showed a dimple.


“Well, if we’re
going to eat together three times a week, you’re going to have to get used to
that. It happens often.” He reached into a cooler and handed me a beer.


“Thanks.” I sat
down on one of the chairs in front of the patio table, popping the top off and
taking a sip. I dropped the cap onto the glass table. It spun for a few seconds
then slowed to a stop. “Did you get your work done?”


Smoke billowed
out of the grill as he flipped a steak. The smell of the smoke and meat made me
hungry. “Yeah, tomorrow I’ll start on the kitchen island. I like to build the
biggest first and work my way down.”


“Where does
this client live?” I asked, taking a sip of beer.


“Ohio. He sent me the plans for the kitchen, and he picked the style off of my website.”


“Cool. Do you
know a lot about computers?” He could be useful someday.


His brows
creased. “Some, why?”


“Just
wondering.”


He took a foil
pouch of what I guessed was potatoes off of the grill and placed them on a
plate on the table. “So, Anna,” he said after he set the steak on the plate
with the potatoes. 


“Yes?”


“I know we
haven’t known each other very long, but I’d say we get along well enough, don’t
you think? I’d even consider us friends.”


What was
happening? “Uh, sure, what are you getting at?”


“I know we had
an agreement, but I have come to consider you my friend and when one of my
friends is in trouble, I help.”


A weight
settled onto my chest. “Noah, I told you I’m fine—”


He leaned over
and touched his finger to my lips to silence me, but it wasn’t his finger that
stopped me, it was the shock of what his touch did to me. My stomach twisted,
my skin hummed. I once feared this man, why was I reacting this way?


“No. Listen to
me. The first night we met, you hit me and ran away terrified. You wouldn’t
tell me who you were, and then my grandmother tells me to protect you. You keep
a bat in your room. When you found out that Sam was a cop you ran. Plus you
told Kathy you were from Chicago, when I know you’re from New York state. And
the first few times we met, you were afraid of me.”


I gulped in
air, scared of what was about to happen.


He leaned in
closer, his face just inches from mine. He was wearing his spicy cologne, but
the smell of wood was still there. “I want to help if I can; all you have to do
is tell me what’s going on,” he whispered, so close to me I felt his breath on
my skin.


The urge to
tell him everything, to let someone in was so strong, but I bit my lip to stop
myself. “Can you back up?” I asked. When he did, I stood up, moving over to the
edge of the deck, watching a seagull dive for a fish in the water. “Noah,
you’re sweet to worry about me, but I told you, I fine. Now hurry up, I’m
starving and you owe me a steak.” I was trying to lighten the mood; the
conversation had gotten way too tense. I couldn’t help think of the sincere
emotion in his eyes as he stared at me.


He gazed into
my eyes for a few seconds before smiling. “We both know you’re lying, but just
know that I’m here if you need me. I won’t ask you again.” Then clapping his
hands together he announced, “Okay, let’s eat.”


It really was a
great meal, definitely better than my frozen meal would have been. Afterward,
we sat outside watching the water with a glass of wine. The only sounds were the
waves crashing against the dock, the bugs hitting the porch light, and the
sound of frogs croaking in the distance. No sirens, car alarms, or anyone
yelling on the street. I could definitely get used to country living.


“You did not!”
I cried, surprised at what he had just told me.


“Yes I did.”


“You did not
moon your teacher in high school.”


He swallowed
his wine then laughed. “I did.”


“But why?”


“Because he
yelled at Sam.”


“That’s the
stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. You mooned your teacher because he yelled at
your friend? I don’t buy it.”


“Well, that,
and maybe I was bored. There’s not a whole lot to keep kids entertained in a
town this size.”


“You did it
because you were bored?” He nodded. “Teenage boys are so dumb.”


“It’s true,
they are. But come on, you had to have done some dumb things yourself when you
were a teenager.”


I thought back
to my teenage years, trying to remember doing anything stupid. “Not that I can
think of.”


“You never blew
off school to go shopping or something else girlie?”


I rested my
glass on my knee as I thought some more. “Nope.”


His face was
full of shock. “You never got drunk at a party and woke up in somebody’s
doghouse?”


“That happened
to you?” I asked, laughing.


His eyes
creased as he grinned. “No, that happened to Sam. One night, we were at a
party, he was getting kind of drunk. One minute he was there, the next he
wasn’t. I looked for him most of the night, scared out of my mind. I was
sitting on his porch the next day, sure that he was dead, when I saw him
walking over from the Hendersons’ back yard. He said he woke up in their
doghouse, and had no idea how he got there.”


I laughed and
laughed. That was about the funniest story I had ever heard. God, it felt good.


He nudged my
elbow, shaking me. My wine sloshed in my glass. “There’s got to be one thing,
something impulsive?”


“No, I drank in
high school, but never really got that drunk. And I was always home by my
curfew.”


He looked
shocked and disappointed, and then he grinned, his eyes full of mischief. “Have
you ever gone skinny dipping with a near stranger?”


I laughed as he
looked at the water, then back at me wiggling his eyebrows. “No, I’ve never
been skinny dipping before.”


His jaw
dropped. “You haven’t. Well, that settles it then.” He stood up, peeling his
shirt off over his head, exposing a smooth sculpted chest that I had to pry my
eyes away from.


“What are you
doing?” Was that panic or excitement that I was feeling?


“We’re going
skinny dipping. Don’t worry, I won’t look. I’ll shut the lights off and turn
around while you take your clothes off, as long as you don’t peek at me.”


“I am not going
skinny dipping.” My voice was shrill. “First of all, I hardly know you and the
water will be freezing.”


“No, don’t
think about it. Just do it, one impulsive act once in your lifetime.” Now he
was pulling his socks and shoes off. “It’ll be liberating.” He was about to
undo the button on his jeans.


“Will you stop
taking your clothes off? We don’t even have towels.” Okay, it was panic. My
heart was in my throat, and I know I sounded slightly hysterical.


“It wouldn’t be
impulsive if we had towels.”


He flicked the
light off before walking toward the water, tugging at his jeans. He was about
to pull at his boxers when I turned around. Then I heard a splash behind me.


“Come on, the
water is so refreshing.”


Nothing in my
life had prepared me for this. I was miles away from home, in a town I didn’t
know, and now I was about to go skinny-dipping with a stranger. For some
reason, when I laid it all out like that, the panic turned to excitement. I was
not Abby Watson an abuse victim from Renwood, New York, who didn’t have an
impulsive bone in her body. I was Anna Smith, and I could be whatever I wanted
to be, and right now that was impulsive.


“Fine, but turn
around.” I watched as he turned, facing the cottage across the lake. I hoped no
one was home and looking over here. I stripped quickly then ran into the water
before I changed my mind. It was freezing, but fun. I didn’t realize how free
it felt to be naked in the water. I walked up beside him making sure everything
was covered, and that it was dark enough, so he couldn’t see through the water.
“So?” he asked, as I stood a couple feet from him.


“It’s awesome,
but just keep your distance.” My teeth chattered, making my words almost
inaudible.


His arms spread
out pushing through the water. “Why, are you ashamed of your body? Because you
shouldn’t be, it’s very sexy.” He winked, and damn it, I blushed. I really
didn’t want to.


“How would you
know that?”


“Well, I did
see quite a bit of it when you answered the door the morning after we met.”


Oh right, he
saw me in a tank top and undies. So much had happened since then, that it
seemed like a long time ago. I felt myself blush again at the memory, which was
ridiculous considering I was naked in a lake with someone I hardly knew. This
was so not me. Debbie would be proud.


We waded
through the water for a few more minutes, until Noah said, “Okay, that was fun,
now let’s get the hell out of here, it’s freezing.” His teeth were chattering,
his lips blue.


I was ducked
down, up to my neck, trying to keep warm. The water was cold, but the spring
crisp air touching my wet skin was like ice. “What? Are you kidding, after all
that talk about how I should be more impulsive and daring?”


He nodded,
stepping closer. “We did it, and now it’s cold, so I’m getting out. We’ll wait
a few weeks before we do this again, then it will be much warmer. The point is
you threw caution to the wind, and did something you wouldn’t normally do. I’m
proud of you.”


It was strange
that his words created a warm glow inside me. Why would I care if he was proud?
I hardly knew him. “Thank you. But let’s go. You’re right, I’m cold. Turn
around.” When he did, I raced up the beach, tugging my shirt on quickly. It
covered me enough that I told him he could come out. I was pulling my pants on
facing the cottage.


“Don’t peek.
But if you do, remember the water is freezing.”


Understanding
what he meant, I started to laugh as I struggled with my jeans against my wet
skin. I didn’t peek, but I heard a zipper just before I managed mine. He was
much faster at this.


I left shortly
after, going home and running a hot bath to warm up. Lying in the tub, I
realized how much fun I had with him. I didn’t think I had ever talked and
enjoyed myself with a man before. I liked Nick before he turned abusive, but we
never really talked like I did with Noah. I had been reluctant to become
attached to anyone. I had only been here a short time and already, I had two
friends. My mind told me to end both of those friendships now, but my heart,
the part of me that missed my family so much, told me to embrace this new life
that I had found, and be happy. I deserved it, didn’t I? Now that I had decided
to listen to my heart, I realized how lucky I was to know that in my new life I
could not only be safe, but happy.
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Twenty-Eight


Mable’s


 


I worked on my
book the following morning for a few hours. I wanted to get the first draft
done by the end of the week. And when I had it finished I was going to find
away to send it to Debbie without Nick finding me. How, I had no Idea, but I
would think of something.


The diner was
full when I arrived; only a few tables were open. Most of the faces were
familiar from the picnic Sunday, but no names came to mind. The white-tiled
floor had cracks snaking through many of the squares. The walls were red with
accents of white knicknacks and pictures placed all over the area. The smell of
butter and meat wafted around the large room. A happy pop song floated out of
hidden speakers as I looked about for Kathy.


She was in a
booth at the back waving at me. I found my way over, passing a man with bushy
eyebrows and a long narrow nose. His hair was as black as ink and he was
watching me. His companion was a short stout woman with short curly hair the
color of wheat. She turned to see what he was looking at, and when she saw me
walking past them she narrowed her eyes at him and hit their table with a thud
to get his attention. I quickened my steps, thankful when I made it without any
issues with the people behind me. “Hi,” I said as I slipped into the booth
across from her.


“You’re just in
time, I just sat down.” She handed me a menu. “So what do you want?”


I glanced down
at the booklet in front of me. It was about six pages long, and as far as I
could see, besides fries, salads, and burgers, the main meals were pies.
“You’re the expert. What do you recommend?”


She was dressed
in a crisp white blouse. Her red hair was up in a short pony tail and her green
eyes sparkled as she spoke. “Well, Mable’s is famous for two things.” She held
up one finger, her nails painted a bright pink. “Her coffee.” She held up
another. “And her pies, any kind of pie. You should try the chicken, you won’t
regret it.”


With my elbow
on the table, I leaned my head on my hand, reading the short blurb about the
homemade chicken pot pie. It did sound good. “A chicken pie, I’ve never had one
before.”


She grinned,
yanking my menu out of my fingers and tossing it behind her on the bar. It
smacked on to the black and white Formica. “Then you’re in for a treat.”


“All right,
that’s what I’ll have.” I placed my purse on the cushioned bench next to me.


“I’ll be right
back.” She disappeared into the kitchen to place our orders. As soon as she was
gone, the man with the black bushy eyebrows arrived. He placed a pen and a
white napkin on the table. “Can I have your autograph?” His voice was deep and
gravelly.


My stomach
dropped. People didn’t usually ask that of me. Yes, when news of the movie
coming out hit the media, my face was on a couple shows, but since it opened,
it became more about the actors, and I was thankfully forgotten. I never in a
million years expected this request from someone in such a small town. “I...I’m
sorry, I think you’re confused.” I blinked up at him. “Why would you want my
autograph?”


He smiled, his
bushy eyebrows creased. “You’re the author of the Harlow Hill's books, aren’t
you?” he asked.


Relief set in
with a wave. I had actually been mistaken for that author before. Besides
sharing the same color of hair, we both wrote children’s books. Her books were
made into a series of well known movies while only one of mine had been. “I’m
sorry, sir, but you have the wrong girl. My name is Anna.”


His face fell,
disappointment shining from his dark eyes. “Oh. I’m sorry to have bothered
you.” He slunk away just as Kathy returned with our meals. She glanced
curiously at the man and then slipped back into the booth.


“That was
fast,” I observed as she placed my plate in front of me, hoping she wouldn’t
ask about my visitor.


She didn’t.
“Well, when you work here, you get certain perks. Besides, I only have half an
hour so they rush mine.”


I took a bite
of the pie and was surprised. She was right, it was amazing. I could taste
carrots, peas, onions, and chicken, of course, all mixed in thick, flavorful
gravy. The crust was buttery and extremely flaky. “Mmm, this is really good.”


“I told you,”
she said with a wink. She took a bite of her pie and closed her eyes, savoring
the taste. “Now that I’ve got you here, tell me how things are going with you.
How do you like Shimmer Lake?” There was a big smile on her face, and a glint
in her eye, so I was guessing she wanted to know about Noah. I’d have to set
her straight about that.


“I love it
here. I’m from a big city so I’m surprised that it’s so quiet and relaxing and
no one seems to be in a rush.”


She nodded,
running her fork through her pie, leaving lines in the mixture. “Yeah, it is
pretty great here. You know, you’d think growing up in such a small town, I’d
want to get away to a bigger place like a lot of the kids I went to school
with, but I never did.”


I forced down a
gulp of my drink. She had brought me a Coke. I had forgotten to order a
beverage and I didn’t have the heart to tell her I didn’t really like soda. My
preferred drink was iced tea, or flavored water. “I was thinking of going to
Martin sometime. I wouldn’t mind a shopping day. You interested?” Although I
really did love it here, I missed the stores you found in a city.


She swallowed
her bite that she had scooped up, and took a sip of her Coke. “Okay, but just
so you know, in the future you never have to ask, just tell me when and where.”


A woman with
really long black hair pulled back, and dressed identically to Kathy, rushed
by, carrying a tray of food, the smell of ginger floating with her.


I smiled, happy
to have found a shopping companion. It wasn’t often I wanted to go, but when I
did, I liked company. “Great, I’ll let you know.”


“But the
question I asked you earlier wasn’t really about Shimmer Lake, but more about
Noah.”


The ice in my
drink jingled against the glass as I swirled it. “I know, but we’re just
friends, and that’s all it can ever be.”


“Why?”


“Because I’m
not interested in dating right now and probably won’t be for a long time.”


Her mouth was
wide open in shock as she stared at me. “Oh, come on, you never know. And you
and Noah are so great together.”


“We met a month
ago and we’re just starting to get along. How can you know that?”


She shrugged,
leaning back in the leather booth. “I just do, there’s an attraction between
you two. Even I can feel it.” She tucked a small lock of hair, the only piece
that was loose, behind her ear.


I tried to
ignore what she said, because I disagreed. I didn’t feel an attraction. Yes, he
was good looking, but that was as far as it went. Having said that, I had to
admit that there was a connection. I felt so comfortable around him; he was the
kind of guy that you could talk about anything with. “Seriously, Kathy, I’m not
interested, and I don’t think Noah is either. He told me about Becca. I’m
pretty sure he doesn’t want anything more than friendship.”


Her lips
pressed together, her face taking on a defiant expression. “You’re right, he
doesn’t, but you both need to be happy.”


“People can be
happy without a relationship. I for one am happier than I’ve been in over a
year. We’ve only just met and already I value Noah’s friendship, he’s a really
great guy. He’s fun to be with and he seems to really care about his friends.
He’s cocky and a bit pushy, but it’s all part of the package. I really like
him, and I wouldn’t want to ruin our friendship before it’s even begun.”


Her eyebrows
rose, and a grin spread across her pale pink lips. “You like him.”


I narrowed my
eyes at her. “As a friend. I had a good time yesterday with him, but that’s
it.”


“Whatever you
say,” she said, taking a bite of her meal.


I rolled my
eyes, and went back to my delicious chicken pie.


 


Over the next month, I threw myself into my
writing. Now that I was inspired, I didn’t want to stop. Kathy came over a few
times and we sat around drinking wine and talking about Chicago, which I didn’t
know much about. When she visited, she’d tell me about her and Sam. She loved
being married, but enjoyed having time away to herself. She said my place was
her escape hatch.


Noah was busy
with his order and only came up for air to cook me dinner on the weekends.


Each time I
went over, he thought of something spontaneous we could do. Of course it had to
be something I’d never done. One night when I told him I had never played a
drinking game, he insisted we do a shot every time the word car was mentioned
in a movie he made me watch.


I was hungover
the next day; it was surprising the amount of times the word was said. Of
course it didn’t matter to him if I was feeling sick; he asked me if I had ever
jumped off of a cliff into the water. I answered him honestly even though I
wanted to lie.


He took me
across the lake in his boat and talked me into jumping off of a very high rock.
Despite my queasy stomach, it felt amazing, like I was truly flying. I was
happy I did it—but I’d never do it again. Thankfully, the water had warmed up
some since the skinny-dipping incident.


We went riding
every Sunday, and I was really getting the hang of it. Cindy only made one
appearance. We saw her getting out of her car, but once she spotted me she
high-tailed it into the house. Noah turned to me and said that he owed me big
time. I let him think that, but truthfully I needed him as much as he needed
me. He made me feel safe and protected. Somehow, Noah had brought me back to a
time before Nick. A time where I wasn’t scared, and I was determined to hold
onto that feeling as if it were a life raft. The time we spent together almost
made me forget my problems. He stayed true to his word, and never mentioned my
secret. Which made me enjoy his company even more. 
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Twenty-Nine


Uncomfortable


 


I had a great
summer with Noah and Kathy. I stayed away from Sam as much as possible, but it
was hard, considering my friends were his best friend and wife.


Noah was just
as busy with his work as was I at finishing my book. But on the weekends we
would go over to Kathy’s or they would come to Noah’s. On those nights the boys
would go swimming, while we watched from the deck. Sometimes the men would join
them, talking us into the water, which usually ended up with one of us being
thrown off the dock. We weren’t sure why we fell for it every time.


Kathy was
becoming one of the best friends I had ever had. Almost as close as Debbie and
I. Actually I saw Kathy more than I did Debbie. We had been both busy and never
seemed to have much time for each other, but here in Shimmer Lake we had
nothing but time. One night as the sun set in the sky, Kathy and I sat on
Noah’s deck sipping wine. The men were in the water throwing the boys and laughing
hysterically.


“I love
summer,” Kathy said with a sigh, and then swatted a mosquito that had landed on
her bare leg. I laughed, and waved at one buzzing in front of my face. We had a
citronella candle set out, but it seemed to just attract the vampiric bugs. She
was right, though, living on the lake was beautiful in the summer. As the sun
dipped low, the sky turned orange and pink. The air was warm, with a soft
breeze blowing the scent of roses that were planted between both cottages. The
sound of splashing and laughter erupted from the beach. “I wish we had a place
by the lake. I’d sit out every night and then go swimming before bed. Have you
gone skinny-dipping yet?”


I almost choked
on my wine. “What? No.” My face turned beet red.


She set her
glass on the table and pointed at me. “Ha… yes you have. Come on, I want
details.”


One thing I had
learned about her since we met was that once she had something on her mind
there was no changing the subject. I sighed in defeat. “It was the Sunday after
the Memorial Day picnic. I mistakenly told Noah that I had never been, and he
bugged me until I agreed. It was dark, we didn’t look at each other, and when
we got in, the water was freezing. We didn’t stay long.”


She smiled
mischievously, twirling the ends of her shocking red hair. “Did you peek?”


“I didn’t have
to, he’s not shy. He stripped in front of me. I turned my head as he took off
his boxers.”


“Why?”


“Kathy, do you
have to ask?”


She rolled her
eyes. “I know, you’re just friends.” She took a sip of wine. “So boxers,
huh, I knew it.”


I laughed as
Noah and Sam approached.


“What’s so
funny?” Sam asked me, taking the chair next to his wife. His hair was wet from
his swim, water dripping down his face.


Kathy answered
for me. “Oh, just discussing Noah’s boxers.”


“What?” the men
asked at the same time, making Kathy and me laugh.


I let her
explain as I sat back and watched their banter. I once felt left out when they
joked around and bugged one another, but now I was one of them.


Later, while
Noah and Kathy were in the kitchen cleaning up the dinner dishes, I stood up to
join them. “Abby, could you stay here for a minute?” Sam asked just I was about
to step into the kitchen.


I had never
been alone with Sam before. It was something I avoided at all costs. It wasn’t
just that I was on the run, it was also his profession. Besides the fact that
Nick was a cop, I also hadn’t forgotten that I was ignored when I asked for
help. The people that were supposed to protect us had looked the other way. And
I couldn’t forget that. “Uh…sure.” I sat down next to him, with my hands
shaking, and my heart beating faster. I made my best effort to keep my voice
strong.


He was quiet,
staring at me. His face held a serious expression; his eyes were filled with
concern.


While I waited
for him to speak, I played back what he had said. My stomach dropped, and panic
settled in as I remembered what name he used. “Why did you call me that?” My
voice was a whisper.


He leaned
forward and lowered his voice. “We both know why.”


I was stunned.
“How long have you known?”


“Since a week
after I met you.” He glanced around, making sure we were still alone. The radio
was on in the house, and we could here Kathy teasing Noah about his underwear.
“I saw the missing person’s photo of you at work, but I want you to know, I
never told Kathy or Noah.”


“Why?”


“Well, when I
first saw it, I almost called the number, but stopped myself so I could get to
know you. The information said you were missing, not that you were a criminal.
I know you’re a good person so I’m guessing you have a reason you don’t want to
be found. I also know that you’ll tell us when you’re ready.” He took a sip of
his beer. “You don’t have to be nervous around me. I won’t tell anyone.”


I was so
relieved. “Thank you,” I said, standing up. Despite his reassurance, I was
still reluctant to be near him.


Screams from
the beach had him looking away. When he was satisfied that they were happy
screams, he turned back to me. “You are going to tell them eventually, aren’t
you?”


I sighed,
because really, I hadn’t planned on it. The more people that knew my true
identity, the more chances that I would be found. “When I’m ready.”


He stood up
holding his now empty beer bottle. “Good, because you mean a lot to both of
them.”


After this
conversation, and all I had learned about him since we met, the wall I had
built toward him started to crumble. “They and you mean a lot to me
too.”


 


After they left, Noah and I lingered
outside, gazing at the stars. “The water is warm now,” I heard Noah say.


“It sure is,” I
said dreamily, so relaxed I could have fallen asleep sprawled out on the lounge
chair.


“I said, the
water is warm.” This time his voice was louder, filled with meaning.


I sat up and
looked at him. His chest was bare and he was still wearing his red swim trunks.
“I heard you.”


He wiggled his
eyebrows, looking from the water to me.


Understanding
hit me. “No,” I said, stifling a laugh.


“We said when
it warmed up.”


“No, you
said we’d go when it warmed up, not me. And aren’t you trying to make me do
things I’ve never done?” He nodded, a lopsided grin crossing his face. “I have
gone skinny-dipping before, haven’t I?”


He frowned, his
brow creased in thought, and then the grin returned; his eyes lit up. “You’ve
never been in warm water.”


He had me
there. “Fine, but same rules. Turn the light off and no peeking.”


“Okay, but we
can just go in with our suits and then take them off.”


My suit, which
was a black bikini, was still dry. Sam and Noah hadn’t been able to talk Kathy
and me into the lake tonight; we were too comfortable with our wine.


I waited until
he turned the porch light off and then followed him into the water. It was
dark, but the moon was out, creating some light. He walked toward the dock; the
water was up to his chest, just below his nipples before he bent down to take
off his bathing suit, throwing it onto the dock. I watched him, then took my
turn. Once I was naked, I felt so free. I wished I could float, but if I did
that, he’d see more than I wanted. “Much better,” I sighed, grabbing hold of
the dock and floating far from Noah where he couldn’t see.


“Why are you
way over there?”


A speed boat
raced passed, and I ducked behind the dock, hoping they wouldn’t notice I was
topless. Noah was unfazed, as waves rushed toward us flapping against the dock.


“You know why.”


He swam for a
while, his smooth strokes barely making the water ripple. His lower back showed
as he swam, and when he took longer strides, the top of his backside was
visible. My eyes widened and I turned around, glancing at the two cottages that
had changed my life, and made me so happy. Although I knew it wasn’t the
houses, but the people they belonged to. The sound of a splash drew my
attention back to the man. He was swimming toward me. I was leaning against the
dock for support, but now that he was so close, I stood up and ducked down,
hiding the girls.


“Aren’t you
going to swim?” he asked.


After seeing
what happened when he did it? “No, I’m good.”


He grinned, his
eyes staring into mine. “I’m really glad you moved here. I’ve had a really good
time with you.” He moved closer until his face hovered just above mine. Water
dripped off his nose and chin.


I took a step
back, feeling uncomfortable with his closeness. He ignored the movement. “I
feel the same way. I thought I’d be lonely here, and I was for a while without
my family, but now I feel like I have an extended one. It makes me miss them
less.”


“Tell me about
them.” He tilted his head in interest.


“Well, my
father died when I was twelve. We were devastated. He was such a great father
and husband. When you were in a room with him he made you feel special. It took
us a long time to get over, and I still don’t think we are.”


“Do you have
any siblings?”


“Yes, a sister,
she’s two years older. She’s one of my best friends.” I choked on the last
word, swallowing the lump in my throat.


Thankfully he
didn’t notice. He leaned his arm on the dock for support showing underarm hair.
“So it’s just you, your sister, and your mother?”


I nodded.
“Well, Brenda married a great guy named Jeff, and they have the sweetest kids
in the world, Haley and Justin, who I miss most of all.” I paused for a moment
looking up at the sky. “I’m afraid I won’t recognize them when I finally get to
see them again.”


“Why can’t you
see them?” His voice was soft.


Oops, I hadn’t
meant to let that slip. “I just meant, since I live so far away now, I can’t
see them as often.”


His lips pursed
as if he was fighting the urge to say something. And I was thankful. The old
Noah would be questioning me about my slip to find out what was really going
on. The new Noah hadn’t mentioned it in months. It just reinforced how much I
trusted him.


“It sounds like
you were close to them,” he said, instead of what was really on his mind.


I grinned at
him, thankful for his discretion. “Not as much lately. Before I left I was a
workaholic. Even so, my mother made me take Sundays off to have dinner with the
family. It was always loud, filled with laughter. My niece and nephew whined
about what they had to eat, and constantly fought with each other. I usually
left thankful that I could go home to an empty apartment. But now...” I let my
voice trail away as my throat burned. I glanced at Noah and saw his face was
full of sadness for me. He leaned in and brushed a tear from my cheek with his
thumb. I didn’t even realize I was crying.


“Anna,” he
whispered, his face inches from mine. His warm breath heated my cool cheeks,
his eyes filled with emotion. He moved closer, as though his lips were drawn to
mine. The urge to let him kiss me was strong, but I knew I couldn’t let that
happen.


I pulled back.
“Well, I think we’ve been in here long enough, don’t you?” I asked, striding
through the water toward the beach, my toes sinking into the sand as I moved.


“Anna wait—” he
started to protest, but I whirled around holding up my hand.


“Noah, I just
told you how much this friendship means to me. I don’t want to ruin it.”


He thought for
a moment, and nodded. His lips that had been so close to touching mine were
tight. “Fine, you’re right, lets get out of here before I wreck what we have.”


Relief washed
over me as I stepped onto the dock to get dressed, no longer concerned if he
saw me. I just wanted to get home and away from this uncomfortable situation.
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Thirty


A Night Out


 


One Friday
night in early September, I was finishing a chapter of my book when I heard a
knock at the door. I opened it and saw Noah standing in the doorway. He was
wearing faded jeans and a light brown work jacket. His pale blond hair was
askew, falling into his eyes. His lips were parted, and tilted upward into a
smirk.


“Wow, what’s
with you, you actually knocked?” I couldn’t keep the surprise out of my voice.
Ever since we became friends, despite my protests, he always let himself in
with his key.


“I was in a
good mood. Come with me.” He took my hand; his callused fingers gripped mine
tightly, giving me no choice but to do what he said as he led me out the door.
The door clicked shut behind us. The crisp air swirled around us as he dragged
me outside and beyond his house.


He pulled me to
his shop, and in through the big double-boarded doors. I had never been in here
before. It was his work place and if he had wanted me in here, he’d have
invited me.


It was huge, of
course, having been a barn at one time. Instead of the cement floors being
covered in hay, and rooms separated with stalls at the end like Wade’s barn,
this room was one massive open structure. The oversized walls were covered in
shelves, which were filled with finished cabinets and supplies. Different sizes
of machines cluttered the center of the room, all focused around a large table
saw. On the center wall housed a long workbench. In the back corner under a
window was a small desk, holding a computer and phone. Although the barn had
been lacking of animals and hay for some time, the pungent smell of animal
still hovered in the air.


Noah led me
past all the machines to an area that was filled with cabinets. In the center
was the kitchen island. It was beautiful, made of oak. The design around the
edges was amazing. Hundreds of tiny roses and vines twisted their way up the
wood. It was so detailed it must have taken forever to carve.


The countertop
was a gray marble that was so shiny I could almost see my reflection. Scattered
on the floor beyond it were the matching cupboards with the same rose design. The
smell of varnish almost overpowered the smell of animal, but not quite.


I turned to
Noah, who was standing beside me quietly, letting me take everything in. “Noah,
it’s beautiful. The design on the doors is so intricate, it must have taken
forever.” I touched a rose; the wood was so smooth, the petals carved
perfectly. My finger brushed a leaf next to it and ran over the veins. I
couldn’t believe he did this, it was so detailed. He really was an artist.


“It felt like
it, but I’m happy with the way it came out. It took me months, now I’m finally
done. And I wanted to show you my work.” His eyes were shining with pride as he
watched me.


I wandered
around the shop, stopping at different pieces that were scattered on shelves.
There were all different sizes of cupboards with a variety of designs on each
one. I leaned down to get a closer look at one that caught my attention. The
center of the doors had been carved with the images of deer, bear, and I think
a moose. The edges were bordered with a leaf pattern. I spun around to gape at
him, shocked by his ability. I was sure he was a good carpenter—the cottage was
evidence of that—but I had no idea he had this kind of talent. “These are
amazing. You take pride in your work and it shows.” My voice held the awe that
I felt.


He smiled
shyly, something I didn’t think was possible. There wasn’t a shy bone in his
body. “Thank you.” He glanced down at his worn work boots, obviously
uncomfortable with my praise. He dug at a crack in the cement floor. Suddenly,
he looked up at me and grinned. “Since I am finally finished, let’s celebrate.
I’m taking you out.”


“Where?” I
leaned my back against his workbench, a tiny bit of apprehension lurking in my
veins. It was one thing to hang out around here or at Kathy’s, it was something
else entirely to go out. There were more chances of me being recognized and I
feared he would think of this as a date. I pushed that thought away; he hadn’t
hinted of anything more since that night in the water when we went
skinny-dipping and had decided that nothing was worth ruining our friendship.


His hands were
shoved in the pocket of his jeans, as he took a step closer, closing a cupboard
door that was left open on the island. “We’re going to dinner at my favorite
restaurant in Martin, and a hockey game afterward.”


My face
scrunched up in disgust. “Um, a hockey game sounds kind of boring.”


“Have you been
to one?” He cocked a brow, his eyes searching.


“No, but hockey
doesn’t interest me.”


“Remember, I’m
making you do things you don’t normally do. So go change, I’ll be by to pick
you up in half an hour.” I stared at him, unsure if it was worth the fight. I
didn’t want to go for obvious reasons, but he looked so excited, I didn’t have
the heart to disappoint him. He gently pushed me out of the door, ordering me
to get ready. Despite the slight drop in temperature, I was wearing a pale blue
tank top under a green hoodie, and instead of pants I was wearing jogging
shorts. When I work, I go for comfort.


“Fine,” I
grumbled, stepping through the door, knowing that it was impossible to argue
with him.


 


He took me to a
restaurant called Stripes. I had changed out of the shorts and was wearing my
stretchy black jeans and a long plum blouse. It was cool, so I was thankful
that I thought to bring a thick black coat. The restaurant was noisy and seemed
more of a sports bar. Everyone there appeared to be going to the game. Hockey
jerseys as far as the eye could see; even Noah was wearing one. I felt a little
left out.


It was the
Cougars against the Martin Mallards. We sat at the bar, between a bunch of
noisy guys wearing blue and yellow; the colors of the Mallards. I ate my burger
listening to Noah and the guys arguing about who made the team, the defense
players or the forwards. “So how long have you two been an item?” a man named
Ed asked. He was sitting across from us with a plateful of fries and a frosty
mug of beer in front of him.


Noah smiled
over his own beer. “About four months.”


Surprised by
his words, I kicked him. “Actually, we’re not dating. We’re just friends.”


Ed’s forehead
creased, causing the dark patch of hair on his head to fall forward. He was a
big burly man, with dark brown eyes and a goatee. “Really? Are you sure,
because I’m sensing a vibe between the two of you?” Which sounded humorous
coming from a guy as manly looking as he was. The hockey jersey he was wearing
only added to the look.


Noah wrapped
his arm around my shoulder. “She’s only kidding, she’s mad about me.”


Ed smiled.
“That’s what I thought.”


I spun around
in my stool, sneering at Noah, who raised his beer in the air giving me a wink.
Sometimes he was really aggravating.


 


The drive to
the arena was interesting. I was behind the wheel, and I didn’t have a clue
where I was going. Noah was a little tipsy so his directions were somewhat
confusing.


It felt like
hours, but we finally pulled into the full lot and squeezed through the crowd
to our seats. We were about halfway up in the bleachers, so we had a pretty
good view. The arena was crowded and noisy. Music was blaring, people were
shouting, popcorn and beer was been sold by peddlers coming to people at their
seats. I had to admit that it was very exciting.


“This is cool,”
I admitted as the people started stomping their feet in time to “We Will Rock
You” playing on the loud speakers. I joined in stamping my sneakers against the
wooden planks—thump thump thump thump...thump thump! The stomps echoed through
the arena along with the music.


“I knew you’d
like it,” he whispered in my ear, and a tingle shot through me as his hot
breath caressed my skin. Surprised by my reaction, I moved away from him,
leaving a space between us. He didn’t stop me, but his gaze was making me
nervous.


I needed the
space to figure out why he had done that, and why he had said we were a couple
at the bar. There was a look in his eyes as I watched him, I had noticed a few
times in the last month that had me turning away to look straight ahead at the
ice.


“Anna.” He
moved closer, closing the gap I had created. His tone was low and husky. His
voice was normally deep and sexy but when he lowered it like that, it sounded
like a mating call, making my insides turned to mush. Pushing those thoughts
away, I focused on the game. I didn’t want to hear what he was about to say,
and I was saved when the Cougars skated out onto the ice. Noah stood up along
with many others, and started booing the opposing team.


The boos
turned to cheers as the Mallards rushed out, skating around the rink doing
practice shots.


I found myself
getting carried away by the excitement. At first when the Cougars scored, I
would sit while Noah and our neighbors would stand up and boo, or when the
Mallards got a goal they would do a celebratory dance in the stands. But I soon
found myself joining them, giving high fives to strangers, something I had
never done in my life. By the end of the night, I knew that the person sitting
next to me was in his fifties, and worried that his grandson wouldn’t get into
college. He talked constantly, telling me most of his problems, even that he
needed a new lock for his front door. I nodded and made soothing sounds when
appropriate, I felt like a bartender. Between bouts of complaining, he would
stand up and pound his fist in the air with a Wahoo.


My throat was
sore as we left the stands. All of our spirits were high from the win.


 


In the car Noah
and I talked about the game. It was close, but in overtime the Mallards scored
the winning goal. Noah cheered all over again as I tried to concentrate on the
road. He yanked off his jersey and twirled it in the air. Thankfully he was wearing
a denim button-down underneath. All the beer he drank was catching up to him
and he was falling asleep by the time I pulled into his driveway.


“Noah, wake up,
I can’t carry you.” I poked him in the shoulder.


His head was
resting on the window. He opened one vivid blue eye and smiled. “Hi, Anna,” he
whispered.


“Hi. Wake up,
you’re home, and I can’t lift you.” I climbed out of the Jeep and stepped over
to his door, and pulled. He finally got the hint, and stumbled out of the car
as I held him under his shoulders for support.


He leaned his
head on my shoulder and twisted around to stare into my eyes. “I have so much
fun with you.”


“I know, you
said that before. I have fun with you too.”


“You do?” His
face took on a look of shock. We reached the steps, and I pushed him up. He
leaned on the porch railing.


“Of course, now
which key is it?” I sifted through the key ring, the keys jingling in my hand.


“Let me see.”
He leaned in close, reaching for them, but instead of taking them out of my
hands, he shoved me into the wall of the house. The image of Nick flashed in my
mind, and I closed my eyes bracing for the pain. It didn’t come. “You’re so
pretty, Anna.” His voice was a soft caress, no longer slurring his words. I
opened my eyes to see him lean forward, placing his hands on either side of my
face before touching his lips to mine.


My mind went
blank. So much had happened in the last few seconds; one moment I was trying to
open the door, then I was terrified he would turn into Nick, and now he was
kissing me. I couldn’t keep up, my head was spinning. The kiss was gentle at
first, but soon erupted to a volcanic passion I had never felt in my life. I
was confused by what was happening, and that it had happened in the first
place, but one thing was for sure, he was a great kisser. His lips were soft
and smooth, his tongue dancing against mine creating sensations I had never
felt before. He tasted of beer and smelled of spice and oak. His hands were
warm as they moved softly down my arms to guide me to the door. Pulling away,
only to take the keys from me, no longer drunk, he turned the knob.


He kissed me
again inside, the sensations now turned to need, guiding me to his bedroom. I
hadn’t been touched this way in so long I needed it. No I craved it—him—to
touch me, to make me feel.


Once I realized
where he was leading us, fear washed over me like a bucket of ice water. I
couldn’t do this, no matter how badly I wanted it. “No, I can’t.” I shoved him
away; he wobbled a bit, leaning against the sofa. 


“Why?” he
asked, staring intently, a look of longing burning in his eyes.


I felt guilty
instantly, but I just couldn’t do this. “Because, I don’t want to ruin what we
have.”


He smiled, his
eyes glazed, showing me that he wasn’t as sober as I thought. “I could only
make it better.”


“Come on, Noah,
it’s late, go to bed.”


“Want to join
me? I could rock your world.” His smile was cocky, his eyes flashed with need.


Wow, I hadn’t
had an offer like that since Jimmy Jacobs asked me to jump the bush in seventh
grade. I chose to ignore his comment. “Are you okay? Or do you need help before
I leave?”


“I’m fine,” he
slurred, starting to unbutton his shirt, the sting of rejection showing on his
face. His fingers fumbled, unable to do it. He sighed giving up, then staggered
to his bedroom. Once he was inside, I heard a crash.


Rushing into
the room, I saw him sprawled on the floor beside a broken bedside lamp. I
grabbed his arm and pulled. After a few attempts, I finally managed to get him
on the bed and under the covers. As I pulled the blanket over him, he
whispered, “Anna, I love you,” before falling asleep.


Oh shit. My heart plummeted. My new life that I cherished was now ruined. How
was I supposed to face him, I thought as I let myself out of his house, and
into mine.


Once inside the
cottage, I ran a bath, soaking inside the tub. I tried to think of a way to fix
this. Maybe I could ignore it, and he wouldn’t bring it up again. But what if
he did? I could move. Yeah, that’s a brilliant Idea, where would I go?


I knew I was
being ridiculous, but hearing that Noah loved me even if he didn’t mean it
really freaked me out. I counted on him to be my friend, I felt normal around
him, and now I didn’t know how to feel. I couldn’t have a relationship with
him. That was out of the question. And I couldn’t move. I didn’t know what the
hell to do, so I decided to postpone the problem.


The next
morning I copied my book. I had finished the first draft, last week and had
started the rewrites. I was going to go to Martin to find a library and somehow
send it to Debbie. It would probably take all day, and if it didn’t, I would
find something else to do. I decided last night that the only way to solve my
problem was avoid it. What else was there? Act like an adult and face the
situation head on? Ha! No thanks.


I found the
library right next to city hall. It was an old red brick building, lined with
windows. The maple trees that grew in front and to the side were just turning
red, brown and yellow. Vines grew up the side of the building, giving the
appearance that it had grown from the earth, instead of being built. Once
inside the musty-smelling building, sitting at a computer cubby, I took out my
things. Turning the computer on, I created an email account under the name of
Steve Brody. He was a mystery novelist, and a client of Debbie’s. If Nick
looked in her email he wouldn’t notice anything strange about Steve sending
Debbie pages.


In the body of
the email I wrote simply: Debbie, attached are the pages you asked for, Steve.
Then I attached my file with the finished book. I sent a quick note with the
chapters, inside the file. Debbie, please don’t send an email back unless
you write to Steve. I’m okay, tell my family in person. I love and miss you all.
Don’t tell Brian.


I sent the
email, wishing I could have written more. God, I missed them so much, I had
such a great life now, I wouldn’t risk losing it for the world. I just had to
have hope that one day, and I wasn’t sure how or when, that I would see my
family again. Maybe Nick would move on, and Debbie could somehow let me know.
Not that I wanted him to abuse another innocent girl. I just wanted him to
forget me.


Since it didn’t
take me long to send the emails, I decided to work from here. I didn’t want to
get home until dark. I thought I’d stay the day and get take out Chinese for
dinner. That was what Shimmer Lake was lacking—good takeout. When I got home
hopefully I could go straight to bed. I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to do this
for long, but I knew I wasn’t ready to face Noah right now.


When I arrived
home at about ten, I glanced at Noah’s. The house was dark, with a just the
glow from the TV. That usually meant that he had fallen asleep on the couch. I
sighed with relief, put the key in the lock, pushed the door open, and
screamed.
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Thirty-One


Pity Party


 


It was dark in
the living room, but I could see the shadow of a man lounging in my favorite
armchair. Panic threatened to choke me. All I could think was that Nick had
found me. I spun around, about to make a dash for the door when he spoke.
“Anna.” Noah’s voice stopped me in my tracks. Shit! Thank God it wasn’t Nick,
but he wasn’t the only one I was avoiding right now.


“Jesus Christ,
Noah, what the hell are you doing? Trying to scare me to death?” I was holding
my heart, which was jumping out of my chest.


His arm
stretched out, turning on the lamp beside him, illuminating his face, which was
hard, his eyes filled with worry. He was wearing worn jeans and a navy
sweatshirt. His hair was ruffled as though he had been running his hand through
it in frustration. “Where were you?” His voice was strained, etched with worry.
My mind went to a dark place, of a different time, a different man, sitting in
a dark room waiting for me. I blinked, pushing my dark thoughts away.


Suddenly
feeling guilty, I looked away from him, tossing my bag on the couch, then
started to busy myself by hanging up my coat. “I went to Martin for the day. I
had some things to take care of. Why?”


“I’ve been out
of my mind with worry.”


I glanced at
him as I stood in front of the coat rack, my arms crossed, hiding my shaking
hands. Anxiety threatened to stir; the scene was too familiar. “You were
worried about me? That’s ridiculous, I’m a grown woman.”


Even from this
distance I could see him frown. “I was more worried that you left without
saying goodbye. Or who or whatever you’re running from, found you. I have been
driving around all day searching.” He ran his hand down his face and sighed. A
sign of relief or agitation, I couldn’t tell. “Why the hell didn’t you tell me
were going to Martin?” Judging by the tone of his voice I’d guess agitation.
Again, I flashed to a different man, dark eyes cold, as he spat hateful words
at me.


I had to stop
thinking of Nick. Yes, the scene was familiar, but unlike Nick, Noah was
worried for me. He knew I was running from something and I had left for the
full day without letting him know. I didn’t blame him for being angry. He
looked like he had had a rough day. And it was my fault, because I was too
scared to face him.


Although I knew
I was in the wrong, my pride would not let me show it. Instead, I stood with my
hand on my hip, irritation spiking. I felt the need to defend myself. Maybe it
was the guilt. I hated feeling that way, when I knew what I was doing was
right. I needed to keep my distance. “Because I’m not a child, and you’re not
my father.”


He shook his
head, his lips pressed tightly together. “No, I’m not your father, but I am
someone who cares about you.” His words reminded me of the ones he murmured
last night right before he drifted off. I turned my head, looking out the
window I couldn’t face him, those words hung in the air between us. The last
time I was told them my life was turned upside down. My chest ached at the
thought. “That’s it, isn’t it, you left today because you were avoiding me.”


I stared at
him, my face a blank mask. He was standing now, gazing at me with tortured
eyes, making my heart ache. Don’t fall for it, I reminded myself. “Don’t
be stupid. I told you, I had errands to run.” I wanted my voice to be strong,
convincing him that I didn’t care, but instead they were soft, almost a
question, emphasizing my confusion. I only hoped he didn’t notice.


He shook his
head again and pointed at me, the action was accusatory. “You’re upset because
I said I loved you, and you were afraid I’d mention it, or tell you again.
That’s why you left for the day, to avoid me. I’m right, aren’t I?”


The ache in my
chest was now throbbing. Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath in. After a few
seconds I opened them. “Noah, what does it matter? I’m home now and tired, I’d
like to go to bed.” I started for my room. I didn’t get far before he grabbed
my arm, whirling me around to face him. Panic shot through me so suddenly I
choked on it. Despite the gentle hand, it wasn’t his grip I felt. It was one
that was hard as a vise. I blinked, seeing Noah’s face, the feeling washed
away.


His eyes were
wild with frustration and pain. “No, you’re going to sit down and listen to me.
You owe me that after what you put me through.” I tried not to compare him to
Nick. Although his voice was harsh and his eyes wild, a look I was very
familiar with, the overall vibe was disappointment. He wanted more, and I had
rejected him


Tears
threatened to fall. Everything I had built here, my friendship with him and
Kathy—my peaceful existence was slipping away, I could feel it. My chest burned
with the loss. “Noah, please don’t do this.” All I could manage was a whisper,
afraid of what was about to happen.


He stepped
forward. “Don’t do what? Tell you that I love you?” His voice was soft.


I stared into
his eyes, but I couldn’t say anything. My emotions were in turmoil. Deep
inside, I wanted him so badly, I needed him to show me how love is supposed to
be, and I knew he would be gentle despite his anger. But I also hated the
thought of losing him, and getting romantically involved with him would do
that. My history with love wasn’t a good one. Besides Nick, the only person
close to being serious was Jason, and I lost him.


“I love you.”
He took my hands in his, all the tension drained from his face. His hands were
warm. I hated the tingle that I felt when he touched me. It made me want
something that I couldn’t have. “I didn’t want to after what happened with
Becca, but I do, and I can’t change that. These last few months have been the
happiest of my life. And it’s because of you, Anna. I love being with you, I
love our time together.” His eyes burned with longing. “But I want more.”


I felt tears
run down my cheeks. He was ruining everything. I pulled my hands out of his,
and stepped away from him. Swallowing the lump in my throat, I shook my head.
“Noah I can’t give you more, I’m sorry,” I said softly, knowing it would hurt
him. Why did everything have to change?


His eyes showed
the sting of rejection from last night. It pained me to see it. “You love me
too, I know you do. I also know you felt something in that kiss last night,
just as much as I did. Are you just going to ignore what we feel?”


The ache in my
chest returned, piercing my soul. “I can’t be with you that way.”


“You’re not
saying you don’t love me.”


“Please stop
this, you’re ruining everything. We were happy the way things were, why did you
have to do this?”


“Because I was
happy with you, but I know that we can be more, we can have everything.” His
eyes shone brightly with emotion, and the urge to jump into his arms was so
strong.


Deep inside, I
wanted what he was offering, but I knew it wouldn’t last. Love never does; in
the end everyone gets hurt. My parents had an everlasting love that was cut
short by death, leaving my mother devastated. My love for Nick was crushed,
after one blow. Noah’s ex cheated on him; why would he think we would be
different? It didn’t last. I may write about fairy tales, but I knew they
weren’t real, just stories made from minds like mine.


“I can’t.” It was
a whisper, but from the flare of pain in his eyes, I knew he heard me.


“Stop saying
that you can’t, and tell me why.” Desperation echoed through his voice.


“Noah, that’s
all I can say.”


He blinked. “I
have a right to know.”


“I know you do,
but I’ve said everything that I can.” 


He backed up, a
look of sorrow covering his face. “Then so have I.” He walked to the door and
opened it.


“What does that
mean?” I asked, before he took a step outside.


“I want more,
and I can’t be just your friend.” With those words hovering in the air he
stormed out, slamming the door behind him.


I wanted to run
after him and do whatever I had to, to make it the way it was. But I couldn’t.
He changed things, and there was no going back. I forced myself not to cry, I
could live without Noah, we were friends, and that’s all. I had only known him
for a few months, I didn’t need him. And I was lying to myself, as much as I
was lying to him. 


He was
everything to me, a giant I looked up too, bigger than life, the last drop of
water when I was thirsty, my bright spot in the cloudy world Nick had created,
and I couldn’t ruin that. If I took the plunge, be what he wanted, what would
happen if it ended? I needed him to survive. Without my family he was the most
important person in my life and I wasn’t willing to risk losing him. But my
fear of loss was what pushed him away; the irony was not lost on me.


The room felt
empty without him, and it didn’t help that his scent of spice and wood still
lingered in the air. I fell onto the couch feeling exhausted. I threw my head
down on a cushion and let the tears that had threatened earlier, fall.


 


Over the next
few days I buried myself in my work; I ate and wrote and did nothing else. I
tried not to think of him, but he was forever on my mind. The look of rejection
on his face haunted me. The only thing that pushed the image away was writing.
So that’s what I did.


Friday
afternoon, Kathy stopped by. “Hey, how are you?” Her voice was cheerful as she
stepped inside the cottage. I gestured for her to come in, and I closed the
door behind her. I couldn’t help but glance outside, to see if my neighbor was
home. My heart sunk when I saw the empty driveway.


“I’m good, just
working hard, how about you?”


“I don’t know
about hard, but I’ve been working.” She grinned, her eyes crinkling in the
corners. Her hair was down, flowing to her shoulders. The color appeared
lighter, almost coppery, when it was down. During the summer, she wore it up a
lot.


“Do you want a
drink?” I asked, feeling uncomfortable; not knowing what she knew was killing
me.


“Sure.” She
climbed onto a stool in front of the island, yanking at the hem of her red
fitted sweater.


I took out two
cans of iced tea and handed one to her, before leaning against the counter and
opening up my own.


“So,” she began,
a line appearing between her eyes. “Do you remember when we talked about
changing our weekend plans to Friday movie nights?”


“Yeah,” I said
slowly, worried where she was going with this.


“Why don’t I
come over here, so we can watch a chick flick, and Noah can go to our place?
That way we can all watch what we want. The four of us would never agree on one
movie anyway.”


I tried to
ignore the twinge of jealousy. We had always done things together. “Noah
doesn’t want to see me, does he?”


She squirmed in
her seat. “No, I’m sorry.” She reached out and laid her hand on mine. “But
really, can you blame him?”


“Yes!” My voice
was shrill even to my ears as I slammed my can down on the counter. Amber
liquid bounced out of the hole, falling onto the marble surface. “Everything
was going great, and he had to wreck it.”


“Anna, he
wasn’t trying to wreck what you had, he wants to make it better.”


Sighing, I
waved my hand at her. “It doesn’t matter. I’m fine with a girl’s night. We’ve
never had one before anyway.”


“It does sound
fun. We can do facials, and maybe I’ll stay the night. Getting away from the
boys for a change sounds good.” She paused, taking a sip of her drink. “And
then you can tell me why you’re willing to throw away the perfect guy. I know
you love him, he knows it. The only one who won’t admit it is you.”


I closed my
eyes taking a steadying breath to calm myself, before opening them to gaze at
her. I was tired of defending myself to these people. “Kathy, I want you to
come over, but please don’t nag me about this. I won’t tell you any more than I
told him.”


She raised her
arms in the air in a sign of defeat. “Fine, I’ll see you tonight. I’ll bring
the food; you bring the movie, the girlier the better.” She stood up and walked
to the door. As her hand touched the door knob, she turned her head to look at
me. “By the way, Sam wanted me to give you a message. ‘You promised.’” Her face
was a mask of confusion by her husband’s words. “I don’t know what it means and
I hate that he knows something I don’t.” She tilted her head, her expression
changing to a grin, her eyes bright. “I’ll see you tonight.”


 


Sam’s message
haunted me for the rest of the day. While I was writing about a ten-year-old
boy and a talking dog, somehow the words “you promised” continued to show up on
the pages.


Even at the
movie store, the title Promise seemed to stand out over all the others.
The movies were on a rack in the back of the general store and there wasn’t
much of a selection, but thankfully they did have Notting Hill, with
Julia Roberts and Hugh Grant. Since it was one of my favorites, I hoped it
would get me out of my dismal mood. I really did need cheering up; the last few
days without Noah was so lonely. We didn’t usually see each other that much
during the week, but now that I knew I couldn’t even if I wanted to, it made me
miss him more than I realized I could.


 


Kathy showed up
at about six, with takeout from Mable’s. We sat on the deck enjoying the cool
fall weather and the leaves on the trees that were now orange, brown, and yellow.


“Burgers and
fries, good call,” I said, taking the food out of the bag while Kathy poured us
each a glass of raspberry sparkling wine.


“I figured
you’d want something greasy. I also brought chocolate ice cream for later.”


I paused with
the burger in my hand. “You’re treating this like a break-up. You know we were
only friends.”


“Uh-huh.” She
leaned back in her chair and took a sip of wine.


I narrowed my
eyes at her. “Oh, shut up and eat your burger.” I tossed it to her. Luckily it
was wrapped well, because it rolled off her plate. She caught it before it fell
to the ground. She laughed as I took a bite of mine trying to ignore her as she
stared at me.


 


After the
movie, we broke open the ice cream, and another bottle of wine. “So, tell me
about some of the men in your life.” She spoke with her mouth full of double
chocolate chunk. We had moved inside and were both sprawled out on the couch,
one at each end, with our feet resting on the coffee table.


“Well, there’s
not much to tell. I lived with a guy when I was twenty-four for about a year,
his name is Jason. We were such good friends, and when he got a job offer in New York, we realized we weren’t in love. I miss him, though. He was such a great guy but I
just didn’t love him the way I should have. We were more roommates than
anything else. How about you? How old were you when you got together with Sam?”


“Seventeen, it
was shortly after Noah dumped me. Sam was consoling me, and after I bitched
about Noah for an hour, I looked into his eyes and saw something. When he
kissed me, I knew he was the guy I was going to marry.”


My heart
melted. Her words gave me some hope—sometimes love did work out. Until he
turned forty and he died leaving her devastated like my mom. Man, I was
cynical. “That is so sweet. You’re lucky.”


“I know, and
I’m so thankful I have him. How about the worst relationship you’ve ever had.”
I raised an eyebrow. “What? I’ve only been with the dork twins, so I need to
live through others.”


I grinned at
her words to describe the best friends. “His name was Nick, and he was kind of
controlling. He got jealous when Jason came to see me, and he would freak out
over the dumbest reasons.”


“Ewww, I hope
you dumped his ass.”


“Yep, I dumped
his ass.” God I wished it were that simple. Although if it had been, I never
would have met Kathy or Noah, because even though Noah and I didn’t agree about
our relationship right now, he had become one of the most important people in
my life, and I wouldn’t change knowing him for anything. “God, I need more
wine.”


She leaned
forward, grabbing the bottle off of the coffee table, filling both of our
glasses to the top “Have you ever noticed how sexy Noah’s voice is?” she asked.


Was she
kidding? “Yes, I noticed the first night, after I punched him. I swear just the
sound of it made my whole body hum.” I just wouldn’t admit it to myself. At the
time, I was too damaged to really notice.


She giggled. “I
used to tease him about it when we were kids. He could do voice-overs, or take
up singing, be the next Barry White.”


I laughed so
hard my stomach ached. Kathy joined in. I wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t that
funny, but it could have something to do with the empty bottle of wine.


Once the
laughter subsided I chugged more of the bubbly liquid, suddenly feeling
depressed. “Why do things have to be his way? Don’t I have any say in this?”


She sighed,
after a long drink. “You’re right, who made him the boss anyway?”


I pointed at
her. “That’s what I’d like to know. How does he know I wouldn’t change my mind
eventually? It’s my mind, I can change it.”


“That’s right.
It’s a woman’s prerogative.”


“He’s all,
‘It’s my way or the highway.’” I used my best deep Noah’s voice, taking another
drink and enjoying the feel of how light and tingly my arms and legs felt.
“Guys are so bossy.”


She lifted her
head up; it had been resting on the arm of the couch. “What the hell was I
thinking agreeing with him? We girls should stick together.”


“Yeah, I’m so
glad you’re my friend, Kathy.” My voice came out dreamy, suddenly feeling
sleepy.


Her head lay
against the cushion; now she was leaning over the table running her finger
along her glass, making it squeak. “Me too. Before you moved here I didn’t have
any girlfriends. They moved after high school, leaving me here with those
bitches Cindy and Kelly.”


“So you don’t
hate me for what happened with Noah?”


“Of course not.
Right now, I hate him.”


I smiled,
setting my glass on the coffee table, and lying back on the couch, my legs
tangled with hers. “Thank you. I needed to hear that. You know, we should take
that shopping trip next weekend.” My heavy eyelids closed.


“I can’t make
it, but how about the weekend after?”


“Perfect,” I
agreed sleepily, feeling Kathy pull the throw blanket off of the top of the
couch and lay it on top of us.
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Thirty-Two


Hangover


 


I woke to the
sound of an engine roaring. Before I even opened my eyes, I winced. It felt
like someone was taking a jackhammer to my head. Still feeling groggy though, I
tried to go back to sleep; hopefully when I woke up again the pain would be
gone. Just as the fogginess was about to take me, the sound of a car door
slammed, jerking me awake again. This time I opened my eyes and looked around,
wondering why I was lying on the couch. One glance at the wine bottles reminded
me of my fun night with Kathy, and also explained the headache. I stood up on
wobbly legs, trying not to disturb Kathy to investigate what all the racket
was. I was in Shimmer Lake, not the city. I should be able to sleep in.


Walking quietly
to the window, I saw Noah working on his car. A quick glance at the clock told
me that it was only eight. It was Saturday, what the hell was he doing?


I slipped out
the door, closing it quietly behind me. The air was fresh and crisp. The
morning breeze blew through the trees making the leaves dance. It’d be the
perfect morning if it wasn’t for the stench of oil coming from Noah’s car.


“You do know
that people are trying to sleep, don’t you,” I yelled over the banging. All I
could see were his legs, but suddenly he slid out from under the Jeep, wearing
coveralls and grease on his face. His sapphire-blue eyes appeared even more
vivid through the dirt on his skin.


“Then stop
yelling.” He grabbed the edge of the bumper and started to push himself back
under.


“Can this not
wait until later? I have a headache.” My voice was loud and clipped. He stopped
himself from going under to look up at me.


He smiled
widely, a glint appearing in his cool eyes. “Can’t handle your booze?”


I folded my
arms in front of me and glared at him. “How did you know I was drinking? Did you
come in here without knocking again?”


A brow raised
on his otherwise blank face. “Did you come out here to pick a fight?”


“No.”


“Good, go back
inside so I can fix my car.” He slid back under, leaving me speechless and
fuming.


When I turned
around, Kathy was standing in the doorway. “You miss him, don’t you?”


“No, he drives
me crazy.” I stalked passed her into the cottage, hoping she’d leave it alone.


“Sure he does.
Come on I’ll make you breakfast.” As she pulled the door closed, I could have
sworn she winked at Noah. “So, how about some blueberry pancakes?”


“I don’t have
any blueberries.”


“They’re in the
fridge, I brought them with the ice cream.”


“Okay then,
I’ll get the pancake mix.”


Her face
scrunched up in disgust. “I don’t think so. I only make it from scratch.”


“Go ahead, but
I have no idea how to help.”


“Just sit back
and relax.”


“All right.” I
moved to the cupboard above the sink to get the aspirin. I poured some water,
took the pills, and turned around. Kathy was staring at me longingly, so I shook
a few tablets into her hand. She grinned and popped them into her mouth. “I
guess you changed your mind about hating him?” I asked, taking a seat at the
island to watch.


“Yeah sorry, I
was drunk. I’m on the side where you both will be happy.”


I sighed heavily.
“I figured.”


I watched as
she took a bowl and added the dry ingredients. After that was mixed she added
the egg, milk, and butter and then she added the blueberries. “Where are your
frying pans?” I pointed to the bottom cupboard. She pulled the pan out and
placed it on the stove. “Let’s sit and have a coffee while this sets, then I’ll
make you the best pancakes you’ve ever had. You’ll never go back to a mix
again.”


She was right,
she did make great pancakes. I’d still go back to the boxed pancake mix though.
Unless she planned to come here and cook for me.


Once we ate,
she reluctantly went home to her boys.


After a
much-needed shower, I cleaned up the kitchen and then decided to go for a
drive. I had been working on my book so much, I needed a break. Noah was no
longer outside, but I saw him in through the window. He turned around when I
waved. This was going to be hard. I wanted my fun, easy life back. I just had
no idea how to make it happen.


 


Living without
Noah was harder than I thought. Every time I saw him outside I had to fight the
urge to go see him. When he saw me, he turned his head without saying a word,
and I felt rejected every time. About a week after my movie night with Kathy, I
sat at home by myself feeling lonelier than I had ever felt in my entire life.
If I had lived here without knowing him, I probably would have been fine. But
since we had met, I was miserable without him.


At a desperate
moment, I decided I needed to talk to him.


I knocked on
his door, nervous that he wouldn’t answer, but the longer I waited, the more
nervous I became that he would. The door finally swung open, and if I was
hoping for a warm welcome, I was disappointed. I stopped the door with my hand
before he could slam it in my face. “Came I come in?”


He shrugged his
shoulders and then stepped barefoot over to the couch where he must have been
playing a video game. “Just so you know, I’m looking for other places you can
rent.” He slumped onto the couch, lifting up the game controller.


“What?”


“I’m going to
ask my grandmother if I can find you somewhere else to live.” He said this as
he played the game, never taking his eyes away from the screen.


“She’ll say
no.”


“I’m her
grandson, if I ask, she’ll agree.”


“No she won’t,
it was her idea for me to stay here.”


He turned his
head slightly, opening his mouth, and then closed it, turning his attention
back to the game. He was probably going to question me about my relationship
with his grandmother, since I slipped and told him we had spoken.


“Why do you
want me to move?”


“You know why.”
Still he wouldn’t look at me. Ugh! He was such a stubborn, aggravating man. Why
did I care if he spoke to me?


“Well, that’s
why I came by. We can’t live like this. Isn’t there some way we can go back to
the way things were? I miss you.” The last words were true, but they slipped
out before I could process them.


Finally, he
turned away from his precious game to look at me, a slight smile on his face.
“Fine, we can be friends again.” I sighed with relief, and started to move
toward to him. He held up his hand to stop me. “On one condition.”


I froze, a wave
of apprehension settling over me. “What condition?”


“We can be
friends again,” he repeated, standing up. “But first you have to kiss me.” I
gasped. His brows knit together at the sound, as if giving me a warning not to
interrupt him. “If you feel nothing, we can go back to the way things were. But
if you feel the way I know you did last time we kissed, you have to admit you
love me and give us a chance.”


I was
speechless. I couldn’t kiss him. I knew how I was going to feel; our time apart
would have only enhanced what I felt last time. “I…I…can’t,” I stammered.


“Why?” he
asked, taking a step toward me. I had the urge to back up, as if he was a
predator and I was his prey.


The image of
Nick flashed in my mind, but I quickly shook the thought away. I knew he wasn’t
going to hurt me, physically at least. “I’m afraid.” My voice was only a
whisper.


He stopped
inches from me. He was so close I could feel the heat radiating from his body.
His eyes gazed into mine. The yearning in those vibrant blue eyes was palpable.
How I wanted to reach up and touch his face. Even though he gave off the
appearance of being tough, his skin would be soft. I had mistakenly touched him
from time to time, but it was never enough. I wanted more. Was I ready to give
in? I could feel the resistance slipping. “Of what?” he asked, his voice rough.


“Of what will
happen.”


“I told you if
you feel—”


“I know how I’m
going to feel. I can’t live without you in my life, I tried. But I’m afraid of
what will happen if we become more.” I took a step back. His lips twitched as
he watched me. He knew the effect he was having on me.


“What are you
afraid of?” he asked again, taking a step closer.


Stepping around
him, I moved over to the couch, burying my face in my hands. The cushions sunk
as he sat down. His scent swirled around me. I looked up at him, making a
decision to tell him some truth. “I had a bad relationship once, and it didn’t
end well. I told myself not to get involved ever again, it wasn’t worth it.” I
stood up and walked over to the window. It would be easier if I didn’t have to
face him. The lake was calm for a change. The wind that had come with the cool
air had given us a brief reprieve. “I’m afraid that will happen with us. You
mean too much to me, I don’t want to lose you.” Only after I had finished my
sentence was I able to glance at him.


“I felt the
same way after Becca, and believe me, I wasn’t looking for this. But I fell in
love with you. Yes, it could end badly.” He stepped over to me, taking my face
in his hands. Heat curled in my stomach just from his touch. “But what if it
doesn’t? We have a chance at something amazing. How many people can say that?
We are great together and you know it. Come on, Anna, we can’t know what the
future holds, but I think it’s worth the risk.” He leaned down slowly waiting
for me to stop him, and when I didn’t, he kissed me.


It was gentle
at first until a fire erupted in my body and took over. I could no longer
think, nor did I want to. This time I pulled him into the bedroom.


We fell onto
his bed in a blur of buttons popping, zippers ripping, bodies touching; we were
desperate for each other. When the clothes were finally out of the way, Noah
gazed at me. “You’re stunning,” he gasped, leaning down to kiss my neck, my
breasts, leading down to my stomach. He breathed me in and sighed. “And you
smell so good...like vanilla and raspberries.” He dragged his tongue upward
along my skin, finally returning to my lips, and then he leaned up, staring into
my eyes.


“I love you,” I
said softly. And it was true. Now that I was willing to admit it, I could let
myself feel what I didn’t want to for so long. This man made me feel things
I’ve never felt before, and I needed him desperately.


“I knew it,” he
whispered, a smile creeping over his full lips. “I love you too.” Those were
the last words we spoke for quite some time.


 


Afterward, we
lay wrapped in each other’s arms, blissfully happy. I had never felt the way I
did when we were together.


“So, did you
feel anything?” he asked, referring to earlier and the deal he had proposed.


“Eh.” I made
the noise and started to giggle as he bent down to nibble on my stomach, which
led to Noah getting frisky all over again.
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Thirty-Three


Goodbye, Cindy


 


 


I woke feeling
at peace, happy, and safe. It was a combination I could get used to. I was
finally with a man I knew would never hurt me, and only wanted to make me
happy. I opened my eyes and stared at his face, so peaceful in sleep. Stubble
had appeared around his chin and cheeks, making him look even more rugged. I
had never been this close to his face, and now that I was I could see that his
nose was a little crooked, as if it had been broken at one time. There were a
few little white crescent marks scattered around his forehead. Since I had the
same ones, I guessed they were chicken pock scars. A thin line puckered above
his left eyebrow indicating a healed cut of some sort. I had an urge to trace
my finger along the scar. Just as I lifted my arm, he stirred.


As if he knew I
was watching him, his sapphire-colored eyes opened. A smile spread across his
face, and a dimple appeared on the cheek that was exposed. Just seeing him like
this, so happy and relaxed, melted my heart. “Am I dreaming?” His voice was
deep and raspy.


“If you are,
then I am too.”


He leaned up,
wrapping his arms around me. “Let’s see what kind of dream we can make this.”
He buried his face in my neck nuzzling my sensitive skin. I gasped as his
tongue snuck out and heat flared once again. He pulled away to touch his lips
to mine, taking the kiss deeper as he climbed on top of me.


“Noah, do you
know where—” Kathy stopped dead in front of the bed.


Noah quickly
whipped the blankets over us, hiding our naked bodies. “Jesus, Kathy, don’t you
knock?”


I was so
embarrassed to be caught in this situation, but I couldn’t help find the look
on Kathy’s shocked face hilarious. I fought the urge to giggle.


She smiled and
clapped her hands together. “Yeah, I knew it.” Then, hearing a noise out in the
kitchen, she yelled, “Sam, take the boys outside to throw rocks in the water.”


“Why?” Sam
asked, popping his head in the bedroom. “Ugh… Christ, Noah, get some clothes
on.”


Noah sat up
carefully, making sure the blanket fully covered me. “I’d like to, but suddenly
my bedroom’s like Grand Central.” He leaned over to grab a robe from a chair
beside the bed. “Do you mind?” he asked, when Kathy and Sam just stood watching
us.


“Oh right,”
Kathy replied, snapping out of her trance. “I’ll go make breakfast.” They left,
shutting the door behind them.


“Maybe next
time we should lock the door,” I suggested, shoving him back against the
pillow. I kissed him, feeling heat erupt inside me at knowing we could get
caught at any moment.


He flipped me
over until he was hovering above me. “Hold that thought until I kick them out.”
He stood up, yanking on a pair of jeans that lay across the dresser.


“No, you can’t
do that. Let’s have breakfast with them, and then after they leave we can pick
up where we left off.”


“Okay, but eat
fast.”


I laughed at
his playful mood. He was just about to open the door when I realized my clothes
were ruined.


“Um… Noah, I
don’t have any clothes.”


He smiled,
leaning over to pick up a red cotton shirt that was ripped down the middle.
“Uh…Sorry about that.” He picked up the robe he had dropped and handed it to
me. I stuffed my arms into the soft flannel, feeling warm and cozy after a
great night.


“Can you
distract the boys, so they don’t see me sneaking out of here in a robe? I’ll go
home and get dressed.”


“Sure.” He gave
me a quick kiss and then disappeared.


I waited until
I heard him outside talking before slipping into the living room. I waved at
Kathy as I rushed by and out the door, across the driveway to my house.


I showered,
dressed, and brushed my teeth, all before Kathy was finished making
breakfast—ham and cheese Spanish omelets. When I went back over, the boys were
playing Noah’s game, and the grownups were just sitting down to eat. I gave
Noah a quick kiss before I sat down beside him.


“Aren’t the
kids eating?” I asked Kathy with a glance at the boys. Jamie was sprawled on
the couch, with his legs resting on the coffee table. Jeremy was lying on his
stomach on the floor.


“No, they had
Pop-Tarts before we left, that’s all they’ll eat right now.” She placed a plate
of bacon on the table, sat down, and glared at me. “Okay, we’re all here. Now
tell us what happened.”


Before I could
answer, Noah spoke. “Just like I told you would happen. She came over begging
me to forgive her, and after I kissed her, she tore my clothes off.”


Kathy glanced
at him, eyes wide, face expressionless. “So, Anna, how did it happen?” she
asked, turning to me.


I laughed at
both of them. “Well, he’s kind of right, I did come over trying to get him to
change his mind. He told me he would, but I had to kiss him first. If I felt
nothing we could go back to the way things were.”


“Good one,” Sam
said, nodding at Noah.


“I told him I
didn’t need to kiss him, I knew how I felt. I explained why I was scared to
move forward and he made me see that what we had was worth the risk.”


Kathy smiled at
Noah. “You are good.”


He nodded,
giving her a cocky grin. “Yes, I am, and after that, she tore my clothes off.”


I kicked him
under the table. “No, I didn’t.”


“Yes, she did,
but it’s okay, I tore her clothes off too.” He wiggled his eyebrows, while the
rest of us laughed.


Happiness
soared through me as I watched them. I was so glad to be back with not just
Noah, but all of us as a group. I had missed it.


After we
finished breakfast, I was helping Noah with the dishes. When Noah went to the
closet to get a dish cloth, Sam asked to see me outside. I agreed reluctantly.
Kathy was playing a car racing game with the kids and didn’t notice our
departure.


“I will tell
them, I promise,” I assured him as soon as he closed the door behind us.


“When? It’s
been months, and now that you’re involved with Noah, he really needs to know.”
He narrowed his eyes, his tone serious. “Everything.” I knew he said the last
word because even though he knew I was on the run, he didn’t know why. And he
expected me to tell not just the others, but him.


I sighed,
folding my arms close to my chest for warmth. “I know, but we just got
together, I need more time, to see how it goes. Please,” I begged him, because
I was afraid I’d lose Noah if he knew the truth. Of course I knew that was
ridiculous. I loved him because he was kind, loving, and generous just like his
grandmother, but now that I had him I was afraid of losing him.


Sam’s eyes
turned soft with sympathy. “Fine, you have two weeks. If you don’t tell him by
then, I will.”


Relieved that I
was granted this short reprieve I hugged him. He smelled of bacon. “Thank you.”
I rushed into the house before he changed his mind.


Kathy, Sam, and
the kids left shortly after. And Noah and I did indeed pick up where we left
off.


Since it was
Saturday, we stayed inside between the bed and the couch getting to know each
other in every way.


Sunday morning,
we headed back to Wade’s to ride the horses. I hadn’t been there in about two
weeks and I really enjoyed seeing Midnight again. I didn’t realized how much I
missed him.


After our ride,
I was in his stall giving him a good brush, and some oats to eat. Noah was out
in the tack room helping Wade.


When I finished
taking care of the other man in my life, I headed out to see if they needed my
help. But it wasn’t Wade Noah was with, it was Cindy. “Come on, Noah, I heard
you two broke up. Stop playing hard to get.” She was snuggled against him with
her hands reaching around to squeeze his ass. She was wearing a thin black
leather jacket and skin-tight jeans. Looking at her I felt a little frumpy in
Noah’s extra work jacket, my baseball cap, and faded blue jeans. Which was
ridiculous, of course. We had been riding horses, it wasn’t something you
dressed up for. Besides, I already had Noah, I didn’t have to work for it, like
she was doing.


Noah tried to
back up, pushing her hands away, but instead of moving away like he had
obviously wanted, she leaned in to kiss him.


That was it.
Who the hell did she think she was? “Take your hands and lips off of my
boyfriend.” My arms were folded in front of me as I stared coldly at her.


She spun
around, embarrassment clouding her face for getting caught. She recovered
quickly, scowling at me. “You blew it. Word around town is he dumped you.”


“Cindy, I told
you that wasn’t true,” Noah added, looking helpless. He looked so pathetic that
I wanted to stand up for him.


I stepped over
to stand beside him, taking his hand in mine, and to get my point across I gave
him a not so quick kiss on the lips hoping to set her straight.


“Oh well,
you’re together for now, but don’t worry, I’ll wait for you, Noah.” She didn’t
give us a chance to answer before she rushed to the doors.


“Cindy!” I
yelled, shocking myself. I hadn’t meant to yell at her. She turned around, an
impatient expression on her face. “What kind of a woman throws herself at a man
like this? He told you he wasn’t interested. The more you pursue him when he
clearly doesn’t want you, just makes you look desperate.”


Annoyance
flashed in her beady little eyes. “Who says he isn’t interested?”


“He did,
time and time again. Why don’t you stop attacking men, and be happy with
yourself. Maybe they’ll come to you.”


Her face
changed to a look of shock. “I don’t need advice from some blond prude from the
city.” With that, she stormed out.


“Wow, that was
interesting,” Noah whispered into my ear as he wrapped his arms around my
waist.


His hot breath
sent shivers through my body, and my skin tingled. “I’m sorry I got angry, but
seeing her about to kiss you pissed me off.”


He turned me
around so I was facing him. “I’m not complaining, but it was a pretty pathetic
chick fight. I always thought if two girls were to fight over me there’d be a
lot less clothes and a lot more mud.” He smirked. “I’m a little disappointed.”


I laughed.
“Shut up and kiss me.”


“I’m not sure I
want to kiss some blond prude from the city.”


“Fine, I’ll
just go call Cindy back, she does seem more your type.” I started for the door.


He grabbed my
arm before I reached it. “Fine, if I have to.” He was grinning as he leaned
down to cover my lips with his. 
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A Letter from Home


 


Noah chose not
to stay at my cottage, saying it felt strange making love in his grandmother’s
bed. So I slept at his place every night. We’d have breakfast together, and
then he’d go off to work at the shop while I went home to write. Sam’s deadline
was soon approaching, and I tried to tell Noah many times, I just couldn’t find
the words.


I hadn’t been
back to Martin yet, so I wasn’t able to check if there was a response from
Debbie. I could have checked from here, but I was afraid Nick would somehow
trace where the email was sent from. A library in a small city was harder to
find me than in the cottage I was living in.


Kathy and I
were planning to go shopping in the city on Saturday so I could check the email
then. I just wasn’t sure what I’d use as an excuse.


“Why can’t I
come?” Noah whined, lying in bed Saturday morning.


I was sprawled
out on his bare chest listening to his heartbeat, drawing lines on his smooth
skin with my finger. I loved his chest; it wasn’t muscular, more broad and
defined. His skin was still tanned from the summer we had, but it was starting
to fade. My own tan was long gone. I was fair-skinned and when I tanned, it
didn’t stay long. “Do you really want to come and watch two girls shop?”


“Not really,
but I miss you already.” His voice rumbled in his chest, sending vibrations
against the side of my face.


I lifted my
head to look at him. “Oh please, the minute I leave, you’ll forget my name. I
know you’ve been planning to watch football with Sam all week. I heard you even
said since the women wouldn’t be around to bug you, you’d be able to watch the
whole game.”


He grinned, his
eyes shining with laughter. “I meant that I would be distracted by your beauty.
I’d never be able to focus with you in the room.”


I leaned my
chin on his chest digging in. He winced, running his hand though my hair. “Nice
save.”


The grin
returned. “Thank you.”


I sat up and
gave him a kiss, lingering longer than I had intended. I was surprised at how
reluctant I was to leave. But spending so much time with him, I was getting
attached. “Well, I better get up. Kathy will be here soon.” I pulled on my
underwear and then my T-shirt.


“Man, I hate
when you do that.”


I froze, about
to put on my pants, wondering what I did wrong. “What?”


“Put clothes
on.”


I smiled,
reaching out to rub his bare chest. “Well, I don’t think the people of Martin
are ready to see me walking down their streets naked.”


He held my hand
stopping it from moving, linking his fingers in mine. The gesture was loving,
and I felt protected. “That’s because they’ve never seen you. I think you can
change their minds.”


I leaned down,
giving him another kiss. “I’m going to go home to shower and do my hair. I need
to look good for my day of naked shopping.” I jumped off the bed before he
could grab my hand and pull me back. I was smiling as I walked through the
door.


“If you’re
naked, no one will notice your hair,” I heard him yell from his room. I chuckled
to myself as I shut his front door, heading to mine.


 


On our drive to
Martin, Kathy gossiped about the customers from Mable’s. She knew almost
everything about everyone. The beautiful scenery rushed by as we headed out of
the rural area, seeing more houses and buildings as we drove. The radio was
playing Aerosmith’s latest, and a stab of fear ran up my spine. It was
ridiculous, Nick was nowhere to be seen, but like smells, music was linked to
my memory. Every time I heard “When a Man Loves a Woman,” I thought of my
parents. It was their first song at their wedding, and my father use to swing
my mother around the kitchen when it came on. “So, how are things going with
you and Noah?” Kathy asked, bringing me out of my thoughts.


Shaking off my
memories, I sighed happily, leaning back in the soft leather seat, my elbow up
on the edge of the window. “Amazing, I’m so happy he pushed me into this. I’ve
never been in a relationship where we enjoyed each other’s company so much. I’m
glad we became friends first.”


She smiled as
she glanced at me. “You look really happy, you both do.” She pulled off the
highway and onto a side street, entering the city. 


“Thank you for
pushing me too.”


“You’re
welcome.”


 


At the mall, I
found some really nice tops and a few skirts. Even though I had no place to
wear them, Kathy talked me into buying them, saying my wardrobe was severely
lacking.


It was at the
shoe store that we started to butt heads. “Try them on or I’ll kill you.” Kathy
threatened after we argued for a few minutes.


“I’m not trying
on heels. I’m happy with my tennis shoes.” Desperate, I noticed a pair of
burgundy flats. “Or how about these?” I asked holding them up.


“How the hell
can anyone be happy with tennis shoes?” She sighed. “And those are not the
right color. Try these on.” She waved the black pointy-toed pumps.


“They hurt my
feet,” I whined.


“How do you
know, you haven’t tried them on yet.”


I pursed my
lips, annoyed that another friend of mine hated my sneakers. What was wrong
with them? To me heels weren’t for everyday use, but reserved for weddings and
special dates. “They look like they would.”


“Listen, I feel
like I’m arguing with my kids. Just try them on and if they hurt, take them
off.”


“Fine.” I took
them from her and sat down on the bench behind a little boy trying on rubber
boots. What a lucky kid, he could wear whatever he wanted. Reluctantly, and
with an annoyed glance in Kathy’s direction, I shoved my feet in the pointy
shoes. I stood up and walked with shaky legs to the mirror, and was pleasantly
surprised. They looked sharp with the jeans and the black sequence top I was
wearing. But above all they were comfortable.


“So, what do
you think?” Kathy asked, stepping up behind me.


“I like them.
If Debbie could see me now.”


“Who’s Debbie?”


A flash of
homesickness settled inside me. Oh, how I missed her. “A friend of mine who
bugged me just as much as you to get me to wear heels.”


She tucked her
hair behind her ear as she looked at my feet. When she met my gaze her eyes
were soft. “It sounds like I would like her.”


“You would,
she’s great. You’d make a great team too.”


“Why?”


I walked back
to the bench where I had left my purse, and bags. I sat down and yanked off the
shoes. “Well, you’re a great cook and she’s an awesome baker.” I stood up and
gathered my stuff and we began walking to the cashier so we could pay for our
purchases. Kathy was getting her boys new shoes. She said their feet grew like
weeds.


“Why don’t you
talk about your family and friends more?”


“I can’t be
with them right now, and it hurts to talk about them.”


“Okay then,
lets go eat before you get depressed.”


 


We found a
table at the food court and each of us took turns getting our food. Although we
both ended up with sub sandwiches, hers was an assorted and mine was grilled
chicken.


“Why did I have
to hear from Sam that you told off Cindy? And why wasn’t it planned so I could
have been there to watch?”


I laughed,
lifting my sub up to take a bite. “I forgot about that. It wasn’t that big a
deal.”


“Are you
kidding? You took her down a peg. I just wish I’d seen it.” She took a sip of
her soda. “I can’t believe you said she was desperate.”


I watched an
older couple walk past, holding hands. They looked to be in their seventies.
The man was carrying the tray as he led his wife to a table. You could see the
love in their eyes. It gave me hope for my future with Noah. Maybe love could
last. “I said she was acting desperate. And then she told me she wasn’t taking
advice from some blond prude from the city. Am I a prude?”


She grinned,
folding the wrapper of her sub. “I used to think so, but that was before I
walked into Noah’s bedroom last week.”


I flushed,
covering my face with my hands. “Ugh, don’t remind me. That was so
embarrassing.”


“Okay then,
yeah you are a prude.”


After we
finished eating we headed out to her car.


Across from the
mall there was a plaza with more stores, and instead of turning right on Main,
heading home, she drove into the plaza parking lot. “I have to stop in here for
a quick minute. I want to buy the boys a book.” I glanced up and smiled. It was
a large bookstore, and I hadn’t been in one in a very long time. I had been to
the library a few times, but mostly to plan my escape. I had never had the time
to wander through the shelves and explore. Now I could, with one bonus—no must smell.


“Take your
time,” I said absently as we pushed through the front doors. She went off into
the children’s department, while I just walked around. I wasn’t in need of a
book right now. I had brought lots with me. I loved the looks of them lined up
on shelves; the different sizes, genres, and styles soothed my soul.


When I noticed
Kathy bent down searching through a low shelf, I headed to the children’s
department. I stopped and picked up a book of a colleague of mine, who was also
Debbie’s client. “Okay, I found them each one, we can—” Kathy was walking
toward me holding two of the books I’d written, Marvin and the Meteor,
and Two of a Kind, but suddenly she stopped, staring at something I
couldn’t see. I moved around the shelf that was blocking my view, and glanced
in the direction she was.


“Oh shit.” I
stood in front of her to hide what she was staring at.


It was a
picture of me that was placed on a table with all of my books in stacks
surrounding it. I chose not to have my picture on each of my books, but I had
had some done professionally for the publishing company when they asked. I was
a little camera shy, but the picture had turned out okay. My wavy hair flowed
over one shoulder, and I was wearing black fitted pants and a blue and black
flowered top. I was posed, leaning against a leather chair, where a stack of
books lay.


“That’s you,”
she said, trying to get around me.


I stepped in
front of the photo. “No, it’s not.”


She took a step
to the right to peek around me. “Yes, it is. You’re Abigail Watson.” Her voice
was full of wonder, her eyes wide with shock.


“No, I’m not.”
My words had her raising an eyebrow, not believing me for a second. And who
could blame her? She saw the photo. I hadn’t done anything to change my
appearance, just my name. I really never thought I would be in this situation.
“Okay, I am, but you can’t tell anyone.”


A little girl
with long red braids came around the shelf, looking at my picture and then at
me. “Look, Mommy, it’s the lady that wrote Wendy’s Wish.” Her mother
glanced at me quickly then back at the book in her hand.


“That’s nice,
dear,” she said dryly, not really listening to her daughter.


I took Kathy’s
hand and led her to the cash, moving past people and displays. “I have to get
out of here, now. I’ll meet you outside.” I ran out, leaving her in line with
her mouth open in shock.


I was waiting
in the car when she came out of the store. “Okay, what’s going on? Why are you
hiding who you really are?” she asked, once she was seated behind the wheel.


“Can you just
drive? I need to get out of here before someone else recognizes me.”


She put the key
in the ignition and pulled out of the lot. Now that I had to tell her
everything, I could be honest. Besides, Sam’s deadline was only a week away.
I’d have to tell her eventually. “Can we go to the library? I need to do
something.”


She pulled down
a street in the direction I wanted, and then turned to me. “Talk.”


“Fine, I’m not
from Chicago, and I don’t write articles for magazines. I used to live in
Renwood, a city in New York state. And you’re right, I’m a children’s book
author.”


She glanced at
me quickly before turning back to the road as she turned a corner. “But why are
you hiding in Shimmer Lake?”


I told her my
story, about Nick and what happened after we got engaged.


“Does Sam
know?”


I nodded. “He
knows that Nick is looking for me. He saw my picture at work when I first got
here, but he decided to wait and get to know me before he called the number. He
said the picture only said I was missing, not that I was a criminal. He figured
I had a reason for hiding. He also made me promise to tell you when I was
ready. I guess that’s now.”


She banged her
palm against the steering wheel. “That asshole, who does he think he is, that
he can treat you like that? Does your family know where you are?”


I glanced down
at my hands folded in my lap. I suddenly felt vulnerable now that she knew
everything. “No, he’s a policeman. I couldn’t tell anyone, or he’d find me.”
She pulled into the library. “That’s why I’m here though. Two weeks ago I
emailed Debbie. She’s my editor and friend. I sent her some of my work, using
an email with the name of another writer. I want to see if she responded.”


“Okay, I’m
coming with you.”


Inside the
library, I was disappointed to see that all the computers were taken. What was
I thinking? It was Saturday. Of course it would be busy. While we waited, we
sat in a lounge area and discussed my problem. Kathy also asked about my
family, and I told her everything, especially how much I missed them.


“I hope to meet
them one day.”


I grinned,
crossing my legs. “I hope you can.” Just as she was about to speak, a woman
stood up from her computer, gathering her stuff and walked away. We rushed to
it before anyone else could.


I checked the
email and there were two from Debbie. I opened the first one. “Steve, the
pages look good, but I do have a few corrections. Attached are my notes. Let me
know what you think.”


It was a
standard response from her, and I’d seen it a million times.


I clicked on
the attachment and read the real letter.


Abby, I am
so glad to hear you’re okay, we’ve been worried sick. Don’t worry about this
letter, I’m going to delete the words before the document, just to make sure
it’s gone. You’re right about Brian; when I told him what Nick did, he didn’t
believe me. Until recently, Nick’s behavior has become erratic. I think that he’s
so controlling over you, he’s losing his mind because he can’t find you, and
the longer you’re gone the more his true colors are showing.


He came to
the apartment and yelled at me for hiding you. When I told him I had no idea
where you were, he lifted his arm to slap me. Thank god Brian came in and
stopped him. He told Nick to leave, and to get a hold of himself or he’d report
him. I think Brian is starting to see who he really is.


Your family
is fine, they miss you terribly. They were so happy when I told them I’d heard
from you. All they want is for you to be safe, that’s the most important thing.


Your writing
is better than ever. All the Little Miss series are published, but I’ll keep your
royalty checks until we find a way for me to send them to you. The first draft
of the adventure book is awesome. I have a few thoughts though, and they are
attached.


I miss you
so much,


Debbie


When I finished
reading the letter, I hit print before deleting it, making sure it was out of
the trash.


“Are you okay?”
Kathy asked, sitting beside me, having read over my shoulder.


“Yeah,” I
replied, wiping the tears from my cheeks. “I miss them so much.”


She wrapped her
arms around me in a hug, just what I needed. She was so warm, and for some
reason I suddenly felt cold. I sobbed onto her shoulder. When I finally
composed myself, I opened the last email. I ignored the message to Steve and
opened the attachment. Abby, it’s been two weeks, are you okay?


I opened a file
and wrote her back. Debbie, I’m fine, better than ever. I just can’t get to
this library often. I have really good friends and I’m in love. You heard me; I’m
really in love with a great guy who would never hurt me. I wish you and my
family could meet my new family, maybe someday. But until then, know that I am
safe and very happy. I just wish I could see you or talk to you all. But at
least we have this.


Abby 


P.S. I’m out
shopping with my new friend and she made me buy a pair of black pointy pumps. I
know you’d be proud.


I saved the
file then uploaded it to email, writing a quick message to Debbie from Steve.
“Do you mind waiting a little while, I want to check to see if she emails back.
I won’t wait long.”


“Of course I
don’t mind.” She handed me the letter I printed. I stuffed it into my bag. “But
you should delete that last file.”


“Oh right.” I
deleted it quickly along with the two emails.


“Are you going
to tell Noah? Especially since Sam and I know, it’s not fair to him.”


A feeling of
dread flared into my chest. Everything was going so well with Noah, and I was
afraid that this could threaten that. I swallowed the lump in my throat. “I
know. I will soon. But with the fewer people that know, I can pretend it’s not
true.”


She frowned,
her eyes full of concern. “He’s going to be angry if you don’t tell him soon.”


“I will,
tonight. Maybe.”


She narrowed
her eyes at me, but stayed silent, picking up a book to look at. A few minutes
later a new message popped up. I opened the attachment and read:


Oh my god,
you bought a pair of heels? This new friend must be really great if she finally
got you dressing properly. I’m so happy that you’ve found someone perfect for
you. He sounds amazing. Don’t ever let someone treat you less than you deserve
again, do you hear me?


I can’t wait
to give this letter to your mom, but don’t worry, we’ll burn it after she reads
it. I feel like a spy. I love you, email me when you can.


Debbie


I printed it,
and then hit the delete button. “Are you ready?” I asked Kathy, who was reading
one of my books.


“I can’t
believe I’m reading Wendy’s Wish and sitting beside Abigail Watson. This
is so cool.”


My lips
twitched. “Don’t call me that in public, you saw that kid in the bookstore.”


“Well, next
time wear a hat or something, maybe some sunglasses.” We exited the library and
walked to her car.
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Thirty-Five


Confession


 


When Kathy
dropped me off about six o’clock, I decided to go right over to Noah’s to see
if they were finished watching the game.


I was
pleasantly surprised to see the kitchen table set up with pretty dishes,
vanilla-scented candles and bright orange and yellow plump gerbera daisies. The
room smelled of flavorful meat and butter. Well, I certainly couldn’t tell him
now, he’d gone to all this trouble.


“How was
shopping?” Noah asked, coming out of his bedroom, looking oh so sexy in a black
denim shirt and jeans that hung low on his hips. His hair was tousled and
falling over his forehead.


“Great, I
bought lots of stuff.” Dropping my bags on the floor, I glanced at the table.
“Did you do this?”


“Of course I
did.”


“It’s
beautiful, thank you.” Leaving my discarded bags on the floor near the door, I
made my way over to him, stretching up to give him a quick kiss; he tasted of
beer.


He grinned,
caressing my cheek with his thumb. It was just a simple touch, but it sent a
tingle up my spine. “You’re welcome. Sit down, dinner is ready. I thought you’d
be home sooner.”


Now was the
perfect time to tell him. I was late because we had to wait for the computer to
send a message to Debbie. I could tell him now. “I got held up at the library.”
The rest was on the tip of my tongue...I just couldn’t voice it. “Mmm, what
smells so good?” And I’m a coward.


“Stuffed pork
tenderloin, grilled asparagus, and a tossed salad.”


I sat down on
the chair he pulled out for me, and took a drink of wine, the dry fruity blend
making my tongue tingle. I hoped Kathy wouldn’t be upset with me for not
telling him, but I couldn’t ruin this lovely evening he had planned. I wasn’t
chickening out. I was doing it for him.


“How was the
naked shopping trip?” he asked with a smile that lit up his eyes, before taking
a drink of his beer.


Shaking away my
thoughts, I grinned at him, deciding to not dwell on the past and enjoy the
incredibly sexy man across from me. I picked up my fork and stabbed a piece of
pork. “Fun, I needed a girl day.”


With his elbow
on the table, he leaned forward, his chin on his hand. “These girl things you
do, is there some kind of freaky ritual involved?”


I laughed,
picking my napkin up. “Yes, but I can’t tell you, you’re a man, and men are the
enemy.”


“Come on, I
won’t tell anyone.”


I chewed the
bite in my mouth, swallowed, and took a sip of wine to wash it down. “I don’t
think so. How was your man day?”


He ran his
fingers up and down the beer bottle absently. “It was awesome. We scratched,
drank beer, watched sports.”


“You must have
been in heaven.”


“Close,” he
replied, taking the last of his pork. “You ready for dessert?”


I scraped up
the last of my food, and took the bite. He waited while I swallowed. “What is
it?”


“Me.” He jumped
out of his chair and rushed toward me, yanking me up and into his arms.


The sudden
movement took me off guard, taking my breath away. His body was hard against
mine, his arms wrapped tightly around me. “What, no cake?”


“Hey!” His brow
furrowed, looking offended. Then he grinned wickedly. “I have something better
in my bedroom.”


“Mmm, that
sounds very tasty.”


“You have no
idea.” He pulled me into his room, shoving me onto the bed. He bent down to
yank my pants off, throwing them on the floor.


“What’s the
rush?” I asked between laughter.


He paused as he
reached for my top. “I haven’t seen you all day. I’m going through withdrawal.”
He tugged the top off, leaving me in my red silk bra and matching panties. Now
he slowed down, giving me a gentle push, I fell onto the soft covers. He knelt
his knees on the foot of the bed and crawled forward, running his rough hands
along my body awaking all my nerve endings, creating multiple sensations as he
went.


He hovered
above me, his eyes full of yearning, his face serious. “I was lost before I met
you, and I didn’t even know it.” His raspy voice was a whisper, making me
shiver.


I sucked in a
breath, moved by his sweet words. I reached up to touch his face. Stubble had
started to grow, making his skin rough. He leaned into my hand, and I pulled
him toward me, at a loss for words. How could I express that he had changed my
life, brought me happiness when I believed there was no hope? How could I tell
him he was my everything? I couldn’t, there were no words to properly convey
how I felt. Instead, I would show him.


I kissed him,
softly at first, prolonging this feeling between us. But as his tongue grazed
mine, it sent a surge of need erupting inside me. I was desperate for his
touch. I broke the kiss, reaching out to undo the buttons of his shirt, he
helped, his fingers rushing. His eyes expressed the desperation I felt. While
he worked on his shirt, I moved to the zipper of his jeans and started to tug
them down.


Finally, with
all his clothes removed, I pulled him against me. The only thing between us was
my underwear. He kissed me hungrily, lapping at my tongue, tasting, teasing. It
wasn’t enough, I wanted more. I reached for him, pressing his body against
mine. He slowed, pulling away, so he could undo my bra and yank at my panties.
Now there was nothing between us, heated skin against heated skin. All I could
think was that I wanted him now. I hungered for his touch, he was the last drop
of water, and I was parched. As we filled each other’s every need, we lost
ourselves in the moment and in each other.


 


The next
morning I went to my place so I could shower and change, while he got
breakfast. We were headed for the barn for our weekly ride. “Hey, is that damn
tap still dripping?” Noah asked from the table where he was drinking his
coffee.


“Did you get
Mable’s?” I asked, ignoring his question.


“Of course.
After last night, I wanted to treat you.” He winked, his lips turning up in a
wicked grin.


My cheeks
heated as an image of last night flashed in my mind. “Thank you.” Taking my cup
off the table, I took a sip, savoring Mable’s flavorful blend. “And yes, the
damn tap’s still dripping.”


He stood up and
kissed me. “I’ll go take a look at it, see if I need to pick up any supplies
when we’re out.”


He slipped into
the bathroom while I sat down at the table, taking a Danish out of the bag he
left out. Just as I was about to take a bite, the door opened and Kathy rushed
in. “Hey, I can’t stay long, we’re going to Sam’s parents soon. But I wanted to
slip away and find out how Noah reacted when you told him your secret?” She
picked up my coffee and took a drink.


I glared at
her, my eyes wide, shaking my head, hoping she knew what I was thinking, and
shut up. Her brows knit together, as if to say, “What?”


She didn’t have
a chance to voice her question before Noah came out of the bathroom. Kathy’s
eyes widened, glancing at me, hesitantly. “Kathy, could you leave us alone? I
need to talk to Anna.” His voice was harsh, his eyes hard.


“Noah, I—” she
started to say, but stopped when she saw the scowl on his face. She rushed to
the door, mouthing “I’m sorry” to me before she slipped out.


My mind went
blank. This was it, I had to tell him. But what could I say? As my mind
scrambled, trying to think of how to explain, he slowly turned to face me. “How
could you tell her your secret and not me, after all the times I begged you?
You knew I wanted to help.” He paused, his eyes taking on a tortured look.
“Don’t you trust me?”


So many
emotions flooded through me, but guilt for putting that look in his eyes was
the strongest. “Yes, of course I do, more than anyone. But she found out, I
didn’t tell her.” There was desperation in my voice. He needed to know I didn’t
hurt him on purpose.


“Then tell me
now.”


I looked down
at my bare feet, unable to look him in the eye. I was afraid that after I let
it all out, things would change between us. I loved him so much, we had so much
fun together. Even the mention of Nick’s name would taint that.


When I
hesitated, anger flashed in his eyes. His hand flew out; on instinct I shrank
back, covering my face with my hands.


His hand froze
midair, and I could see now through my fingers that he was reaching for the
wall above me. His expression turned from anger to pain. “I wasn’t going to hit
you, how could you think that?”


I pulled my
hands from my face, and stood up, stepping around him, wandering over to the
window to look out, again avoiding his eyes.


“Who hurt you?”
he asked. “That’s why you’re here, right? You’re running from someone who abused
you? That’s why my grandmother told me to protect you.”


I didn’t speak,
trying to prolong the conversation as long as I could. I watched the wind whip
around the yard, creating a cyclone of colorful leaves, swirling in the air.
The trees themselves were swaying wildly in the brisk, unpredictable, autumn
weather.


He took a few
slow steps toward me, and gently touched my arms, as if I was suddenly
breakable. “Please,” he whispered. “Open up to me.”


I knew the
moment that I had dreaded since I met him had come. I could prolong it no more.
I closed my eyes and sighed, giving up, and then slipped away from him. He
watched me go into my room; his eyes were still on me when I returned, holding
a book. I took a seat on the couch, tapping the cushion beside me for him to
sit down. When he did, I handed him the paperback. He held it in his big hands,
and rubbed his thumb over the embossed stone fountain on the cover. “Wendy’s
Wish,” he read, his eyes shifting to mine. “What about it?”


“Turn it over.”


He did what I
asked and stared at my picture. “It’s you,” he said, gazing at me in confusion.


I took a deep
breath, resigned to tell the truth, and looked straight ahead. “My real name is
Abigail Watson. I lived in an apartment next to your grandmother. My parents’
names are James and Laura Watson. About a year ago, I went to a bar with my
sister Brenda and my best friend Debbie. I met a guy who I’d seen a few days
before, and we started dating.” I paused, my heart raced as I thought of my
next words. “Everything was going fine. I noticed that he had a temper a few
times and he was jealous, but other than that he seemed normal. He was
attentive, always complimented me, and gave me gifts. I thought I was lucky.” I
paused, taking a peek to see if he was still with me.


“I’m guessing
you were wrong,” he said, his voice low as he reached out and placed his hand
on my knee. Warmth seeped through my worn jeans giving me the strength I
needed.


I nodded.
“About six months into the relationship he asked me to marry him. I said yes,
and he moved in that day. I was sure he was the one, the ring he proposed with
matched my locket, I thought it was a sign.”


“What locket?”


“My father,” I
started but my voice cracked on the words. I squeezed my eyes shut and cleared
my throat and tried again. “My father gave me a locket when I was little, he
traveled a lot. He told me that whenever I wore it, he would always be with me.
There was a picture of my parents inside. I lost it a year after he died, and
my mother found it just before I met Nick.”


I stood up with
a sigh and started to walk slowly around the room.


“Would you like
a drink?” he asked, standing up.


“Sure, water
please.” I sat down on the window seat, lifting my legs up to hug them, feeling
nervous. I had told a few people about the abuse but no one as important as
this man.


He came back
and handed me a bottle of water, then sat down on the armchair facing me.
“Okay, go on.” He twisted the top off his water bottle.


The rest of the
story was stuck in my throat. I was so happy now. I didn’t want to relive it.
Or bring Nick into what we had now. His vicious behavior would only taint our
sweet, loving relationship. “I know you need to know this, but I really don’t
want to tell you.” My voice broke on the last word.


“Why?” That one
word was full of so much emotion, love, anger, frustration, and patience.


“Because that
was my past. I don’t want it to ruin my future with you.”


He leaned
forward, setting his bottle on the coffee table, the springs in the chair
squeaking with his movement. “Nothing can touch what we have. I love you no
matter what you tell me.”


I nodded, and
although I didn’t entirely believe him, I was still comforted by his words.
“That night we went for dinner at his parents to celebrate our engagement. His
mother asked if I wanted to wear her wedding dress. I told her I was sorry but
I couldn’t. Later when we were alone, I explained why.”


“What was the
reason?”


“I wanted to
wear my mother’s. I felt that if I wore her dress, my father would be there in
some way.” I smiled as the memory of myself in her dress resurfaced. “His
mother understood, and even gave me a hug. On the drive home Nick was quiet,
and when I tried to explain why I had turned her down, he said he didn’t want
to hear it. As I walked inside our apartment I turned to say something, but he
hit me across the face before I could get a word out.”


Noah’s eyes
turned cold; a vein in his neck throbbed as his hand clenched into a fist. “I
want to kill him.” His voice was low and raspy, filled with hate. It reminded
me of Nick. Again, I pushed the thought away. Noah was not like him. People had
a right to get angry, I knew that. It’s what you did with that anger that
mattered. And Noah would never hurt me or anyone. I just had to get that
through my head. But it was hard. Living with a monster for a year wasn’t easy
to forget.


“Get in line.”
I sighed. “Do you want me to finish?” I asked, worried how he would take the
rest. If he was upset over one slap, the rest would be difficult to hear.


He pursed his
lips and nodded.


“I couldn’t
believe he hit me. I had never seen him that way. Well, I’d seen him angry but
nothing compared to that night. But believe me it got worse.”


“What did he
do?”


I stood up and
faced the window, watching the choppy waves crash against the dock. The wind was
really starting to pick up. But here inside, the air was calm, for now. I
didn’t want to tell him anymore, afraid of what he would think of me, and also
how he would react, like the water outside in the slow-churning storm. “All you
need to know is that he got rough.”


The chair
squeaked as he rose, and suddenly I felt him behind me. The warmth of him,
comforted me, like a soft blanket on a cold night. I felt his breath against
the back of my neck. “What did he do?”


Tears fell down
my cheeks. My heart ached. Not because of what happened, that part of my life
was over, but it ached for Noah, because I knew my next words would cut him
deeply. He acted tough, but he loved with his whole heart. And hearing what I
had to say would break it. “Please don’t make me tell you.” Just then his cell
phone rang, interrupting the intense atmosphere. The shrill ring made me jump.


He stepped
away. “Hello.” His tone was clipped. His face scrunched up as he listened to
the person on the other end. “Oh shit, Wade, I’m sorry, we forgot. But we’re
right in the middle of something here.”


The horses!
We forgot about them. Even though they were the
farthest thing from my mind, I’d rather be doing that. I wiped my tears away,
and stood up straight, gathering courage.


“Okay, that’s good,
goodbye.” He hung up, and shoved his phone back into his pocket. “He was
calling to cancel. The weather.” He nodded out the window where the trees and
leaves were whipping around like crazy.


I was hoping
the interruption would make him forget, but when I looked at him, I knew I
wasn’t going to be so lucky. “Abby, I need to know.”


“Why? Why do
you need to know?” I asked, stepping toward him.


“Because I love
you and we can’t have a relationship where we keep secrets from each other.” He
touched my cheek, stroking it lovingly. His eyes told me I could trust him.


I sighed.
“Fine, I ran into my room and locked it. I yelled to him that the wedding was
off. I couldn’t be with a man who hits women. I packed his suitcases and
planned to sneak out in the morning after he left for work.” I gulped as
apprehension coursed through my veins. “A few hours later I had to pee. I
opened the door and heard him snoring on the couch. When I started for the
bathroom, he rushed at me and slammed me against the wall.” My hands began to
shake. The images of that night rushed through my mind so vividly it was as if
it were happening all over again. Noah gave one of my hands a little squeeze
and I glanced at the floor, unable to look at him. “He said that since I was
wearing his ring he had every right to do anything he wanted to me. Anything.”
I looked up and raised my eyebrows, hoping he would guess, and I wouldn’t have
to tell him.


“Did he....?”
He trailed off, unable to say the words. 


I nodded,
suddenly feeling a bit of strength, anger surged through me as the memory
surfaced. Don’t cry, don’t cry. “Yes, he raped me.”


Rage flashed
over Noah’s face as he slammed his fist against the wall with a thundering crack.
I jolted at the noise and closed my eyes. Cold hateful dark eyes glared back at
me as his hands gripped my neck. I gasped for air, covering my face, my arms
shaking with fear.


Noah wrapped
his arms around me, pushing my face into his chest. His warmth and spicy, wood
scent brought me back to the present. The image fell away as I opened my eyes.
I sobbed into his shirt, comforted by his embrace. I felt protected in his
arms. Nothing could ever hurt me again. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have done that.
I don’t want you to think I’m like him.”


I had to stop
comparing him to Nick. Noah did this out of frustration, because he wasn’t
there to protect the woman he loved. Nick was the one who liked to cause harm.
They were nothing alike and I finally knew that. Taking a deep calming breath,
I pulled back so I could look him in the eye. “You are nothing like him, I know
that.”


He hugged me
again, burying his face in my shoulder, his breath heating my skin. “He will
never touch you again, I promise you that,” he mumbled into my hair. We hugged
for a few minutes, both of us finding comfort in the embrace. Finally letting
me go, he asked, “Why didn’t you go to the police?”


I snorted. “I
did the next day, but he’s a cop. His captain told me it was his word against
mine. I saw Nick as I left the station so I knew I wasn’t safe. I went home
gathered some stuff, and ran. He found me, and when we got home he choked me,
telling me that if I ever left or went to his boss again, he’d kill me. I
believed him, but from that moment on, I planned my escape. I left as soon as I
could. I made sure everyone was safe. My family knew I was leaving. The day I
left I told my mom so she could go stay with my sister and her husband.”


He fell into
the sofa and ran his hand over his face. He didn’t speak for several minutes,
letting everything process.


As I let my confession
sink in, I wandered back over to the window to watch the waves in the water.
Surprisingly, the wind was dying down, and the sun was peeking out through the
clouds. The sky was brightening. Earlier, it looked like a storm was brewing;
now it almost looked like it might turn out to be a nice day.


“How did Kathy
find out?” His words startled me as I was gazing intently outside, amazed by
the unpredictable weather.


I sat down on
the window seat and faced him. He looked better; the shock and anger were gone
from his face. “She saw my picture in a book store yesterday, and she bugged me
until I told her. Sam knows too.”


His eyes
narrowed. “So everyone knew but me?”


“He saw my
picture at work, so he knew I was running from someone. But he didn’t ask who,
he just wanted me to know he wouldn’t say anything as long as I hadn’t done
anything illegal.”


He shook his
head. “I can’t believe he didn’t tell me.”


“He wanted me
to confess to both of you. He even told Kathy to remind me of that when you
wouldn’t talk to me.” I shrugged. “I was afraid to.”


“Oh God, I feel
awful for pressuring you. If I’d known what you went through…” He trailed off,
shaking his head again.


“It’s okay, as
long as you still love me.”


His eyes
widened as he stood up, filling the gap between us, pulling me into a hug. “Of
course I still love you. Nothing will change that.” Again, we held each other,
the mood slowly lightening.


He drew back
looking into my eyes. “So what do you want to do now?” He glanced outside,
where the sun was now out. The wind was still blowing, but definitely not as
strong. “The wind is dying down. Do you want me to call Wade to see if he wants
us to take the horses out?”


I grinned,
grateful that after everything he had learned, nothing had changed. “I would
like to. I don’t want this change anything. That’s why I took so long to tell
you.”


“Let’s go
then.”
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Thirty-Six


Pictures


 


The ride felt
amazing. The weather had indeed turned for the better. The sun remained shining
above us, and the air was warm, but the wind still had a bite to it. The
colorful wilted leaves lay like a blanket along the path, hiding the foliage
underneath. The air smelled of those leaves and pine.


We went to the
small pond that he had taken me to on our first ride. We tied up the horses and
sat on the large flat rock overlooking the water. “On the way over here, I
remembered something my grandmother said a few years ago. She was bragging to
me about her gorgeous neighbor who was a famous author. She wanted to set me up
with her, but I still wasn’t ready after what happened with Becca.” He took a
deep breath running his hand through his already unruly hair. “I’m so sorry. If
I had listened to her…” He trailed off as I shook my head.


I reached out,
laying my hand on his thigh. “She said the same to me, that she had a grandson
she was sure I’d like. Right before I met Nick, I also told her no. I had been
fixed up before and it didn’t go so well. We weren’t meant to be until now.
What-ifs, can’t change what happened, Noah, nothing can.”


He nodded
solemnly. “You’re right. I’d like to tell my grandma about us if we can.”


Fear snaked up
my spine at the thought of reaching out to anyone from Renwood. What if he
found me? My life was beyond perfect, I was terrified to jeopardize that. “I’m
not sure that’s a good idea. When I was at the library, I managed to email
Debbie, my editor. She told me that he was losing it. She thinks he’s so
controlling over me that it’s driving him crazy that he can’t find me. We
should be extra careful. I don’t think he’d tap your mother’s phone, but you
never know.”


He reached up
and brushed a lock of hair out of my face. “You sure it’s wise to email your
editor?”


I grabbed his
hand and held it, his fingers linked through mine. “I emailed her under the
name of another writer, and sent her a note in an attachment, with instructions
for her to delete it.”


His lips
twitched. “You’re sneaky.”


“I’ve had to be
over the last ten months.”


“You’re not
alone anymore, we’re in this together.”


I leaned into
him, resting against his shoulder. “Thank you. I feel like having Kathy and Sam
over tonight. What do you think?”


“Good idea.
Kathy’s probably going crazy wondering what happened between the two of us.” He
grinned, leaning in for a brief kiss. “And I’d like to talk to Sam about this.
Find out how to keep you safe.”


I nodded as he
wrapped his arm around me. We snuggled on the rock, enjoying the view.


 


“So is there
anything we can do to get this guy?” Noah asked Sam after telling him all the
gory details. “Abby said the captain didn’t believe her.” We had just finished
dinner—spaghetti that I had made. It was only the fourth time I had cooked for
Noah, and I wanted him to know that I appreciated him. We were all sitting
around the table discussing my life.


I cleared my
throat. “Um...can we stick with Anna?” I nodded toward the boys. “I think it’s
best if the townspeople didn’t know my true identity.”


Three sets of
eyes turned to me. “I’m sorry, sweetie, I didn’t think of that. You’re right.”
Noah reached over and laid his hand on my knee. Sam and Kathy nodded their
agreements.


“Jamie, stop
hitting your brother,” Kathy yelled at her son who was deep in a game of Mario
Kart with his brother. Jamie apparently didn’t like the fact that Jeremy beat
him in a race. 


“Anna’s right,”
Sam said, ignoring his wife, with a quick glance my way, acknowledging my name
choice. I smiled at him in appreciation. “It will be hard to prove, especially
now that there is no evidence.” We all looked at him with matching confused
expressions. “No bruising,” he explained. “Cops have kind of a code, we stick
together. And if they don’t, and one speaks up against another, it can get
difficult for the one speaking out. It doesn’t help that every man in the
family is a cop, and his father is a captain. I think its best to keep her
hidden, and watch her when we can. If he happens to find her, we might get
lucky if he hurts her.”


“Sam!” Kathy
yelled.


Noah’s jaw
locked as he sat forward in his chair, a sign of aggression I had never seen
from him, especially directed at his best friend.


Sam raised a
hand. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to sound harsh. But if we can catch him in the
act we’ve got our proof.”


“That’s not
going happen. He’s not going to get anywhere near her,” Noah yelled, slamming
his hand on the table with a loud smack. The salt and pepper shakers shook
bumping into one another, and the salt fell over, leaving little white granules
in a pile on the oak table.


I flinched at
the loud pounding sound, closing my eyes. Noah’s warm hand wrapped around mine,
and when I opened my eyes again he mouthed the word “sorry,” his expression
filled with guilt. I nodded to him and squeezed his hand, hoping to return the
comfort. We both turned back to our guests, getting back to the conversation.


I understood
what Sam was saying, I had listened to a lot of police talk when I was with
Nick. I knew proof wasn’t always enough. Sometimes getting caught in the act
was the only way. 


Sam leaned back
in his chair, glaring at Noah, clearly annoyed by his friends behavior.


“Sorry,” Noah
mumbled, looking down at the table.


Sam nodded.
“Okay then, we just keep her hidden, and see what happens.”


 


After they
left, Noah and I moved to my place to watch a movie. I got out my photo albums,
wanting him to learn more about me. Since I couldn’t introduce him to my
family, I wanted him to see pictures of us together.


“Is that you?”
he asked as he stared at a picture of me, posing in front of a lake wearing a
floral bikini. I was ten.


“Yes, that’s
me.”


He leaned
closer. “Very cute, I love the freckles.” He laughed as I punched him. “Is this
your parents?”


He was pointing
to a professional photo of my mom and dad. “Yes, this is actually the picture
that was in my locket.”


“What happened
to it, I’ve never seen you wearing it?” His eyes turned soft with concern. “It
obviously means a lot to you.”


I frowned,
shaking my head. “Nick got mad at me and threw it in the garbage disposal,
after he almost choked me to death. That was the night before I left him. He
knew how much that locket meant to me. It was like I lost my father all over
again.” Tears clouded my eyes as I quickly flipped the pages of the book
looking for a particular picture, and finding it, I stopped. “That’s it right
there.” I pointed to a close-up of me when I was eight; my father had just
given it to me. You can see the locket perfectly; It was all I had left of him.
I rushed on blinking away the sting that threatened at my eyelids. “Anyway,
that was the night I decided to stop my excuses and leave, only I didn’t know
where I was escaping to. Until your grandmother came the next morning and
handed me a note.”


His eyes
widened in interest. “What did it say?”


“It said: “I
know. You have to leave. This is the address to my cottage in Shimmer Lake. Leave today.” When I finished reading it, all she said was, “Thin walls.” Then
she told me she was going to stay with your mom for a few weeks, and she came
to say goodbye. I think she was worried that my apartment was bugged. I don’t
think it was though.”


“God, I love
her. She’s actually renting out the apartment. I think she’s eventually going
to sell. Now I know why.”


 


After my very
emotional weekend, things returned to normal. Noah had an order to fill, and I
had a second draft to write, using the notes Debbie had sent. I went to Martin
a few times to send the changes to Debbie. And I was pleasantly surprised to
find letters from my family waiting. My favorites were from Haley and Justin.
The problem with those letters was that they made me happy while I read them,
but when I finished, I was always depressed for days after. I felt sorry for
myself, that all I had from them were words written on paper. I wanted to see
their faces. I missed the wrinkles on my mother’s face when she smiled. I
missed my sister’s advice even though I never listened to it. I missed seeing
Justin get dirty no matter what he did, and Laurel’s sweet smile.


I wallowed in
self-pity until Noah reminded me that those letters were more than I had a
month ago.


 


The next few
months went by in a blur; it was amazing how fast time flew when you were truly
happy. Noah continued to get me to try new things. Now he was on a food kick. I
wasn’t enjoying this as much. I had tried venison, liver, and crab cakes. So
far the crab cakes were my favorite.


One day in
early December, Kathy talked me into Christmas shopping in Martin. This time I
was wearing my hair up in a hat and wore colored contacts Kathy insisted on.
She said it was either that or I had to dye my hair, and I really didn’t want
to do that. It worked though; we went to the same bookstore without anyone
noticing me. Although it helped that my picture was now down. I bought a couple
of books for Kathy’s boys. They were some of mine and I planned on signing
them, saying that I got them from the author. We were still keeping my identity
a secret from them. They had big mouths. Kathy told me that Jamie had informed
his entire class that his Uncle Noah’s girlfriend walked around outside in a
robe. Apparently, I wasn’t as sneaky as I had thought.


I went to a
music store for Noah, picking out a few CDs of his favorite bands, and I
thought Sam would like the same. I headed to the hardware store for Noah’s next
gift. I had ordered a special chisel with his name engraved on it. The man on
the phone had informed me that this particular one was perfect for carving
intricate designs. Kathy didn’t know it, but I had already purchased her gift.


After a few
more stores and some more purchases for Noah, we headed for the library so I
could check Steve’s email. There was a letter from Debbie saying that the
publishers were hoping to print my new book, The Quest For Mouse City
(the title they chose) by the end of next week, just in time for Christmas.
They were a little worried that I couldn’t promote it, but since it was
Christmas they were sure sales would be great. My sales seemed to have improved
immensely with all the publicity on my disappearance. They had even issued a
statement that I had sent in multiple manuscripts before I disappeared and that
Debbie had power of attorney. That was what Debbie had fed the people in
charge. Her boss was the only one that knew the truth. In the statement they
announced that all the proceeds would be kept in a trust until I returned, or
kept for my family if I didn’t.


One night about
two weeks before Christmas, I walked into Noah’s house and heard him talking on
the phone. “Okay, I guess, but do you think there’s enough room for
everyone?...Mmm-hmm…no don’t worry about it. Sure there’ll be enough room.
Okay, see you then.” He hung up and turned around. His brow was creased and he wasn’t
smiling. My heart dropped, expecting bad news. “Um… I’m not sure how you’re
going to take this, but my family is coming down for Christmas. I figured it
was okay, they’ve done it before, so if Nick was watching my grandmother, it’s
a normal thing for us. You don’t look happy.”


A feeing of
anxiety formed in my stomach. “No, I’m fine, just I’m nervous to meet your
parents. What if they don’t like me?”


He grinned,
placed the portable phone on the table, and stepped toward me. “My grandmother
loves you, and so will they. She didn’t mention you, so I think she must be
trying to be careful too.” He furrowed his brow. “You still seem upset.”


I was fighting
tears. The closer it was to Christmas the more depressed I became and the words
just gushed out of me. “I just wish my family could meet you. I’m a little
jealous that you can spend Christmas with yours. I’ve never missed one in my
life.”


He wrapped his
arms around me, enveloping me in his warmth. He was wearing an oatmeal-colored
sweater. The material was soft against my skin; his spicy scent helped cheer me
up. “It will be fun. And we will have other Christmases to spend with your
family, I promise.” He leaned his head on top of mine. “I can’t wait to
introduce you to my sister and her family.”


“Are we going
to have enough room?” I mumbled into his chest.


He stepped back
to face me. “Yeah, you can stay with me, and they can stay at Grandma’s
cottage.”


“Okay, it
sounds fun really.” I clapped my hands together. “Oh, I got the first few
editions of my book. They were sent to the manager at the bookstore in Martin
as a favor to Debbie, and they sent them to me. I’m going to send them to Haley
and Justin. They always get the first.”


His brow
furrowed. “How are you going to do that?”


“I’m not sure.
Maybe I’ll drive to a city a few hours from here and mail it. I’ll also use the
name of Jeff’s parents for the postmark. That way, it can’t be traced back to Shimmer Lake or me.”


He smiled.
“Good idea, we’ll make it a road trip.”


“Or I could get
Debbie to send them one, but I usually sign it for them.”


“We’ll think of
something,” he said, tightening his hug.
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Thirty-Seven


A Christmas Wish


 


“Merry
Christmas, honey!” Daddy said, handing me a small box wrapped in candy-cane
wrapping paper. It was Christmas morning, and I sat with Brenda on the floor of
our rec room, buried in wrapping paper. The brown paneled walls were strewn
with red and gold garland, and the tree was decorated with ornaments that
Brenda and I had made. Mommy let us decorate down here while she took care of
the upstairs. If you asked me, we did a better job ’cause we made everything.


“Brenda,
here’s yours. These are the last gifts, girls. So don’t expect any more,” Mommy
added.


“What about
Granny and Grandpa?” Brenda asked, her blond hair hanging in her eyes. Jeepers,
you’d think she could brush her hair before she came downstairs, it was
Christmas after all. Although I had forgotten too, but I think mine looked
better than hers.


“I’m sure
they’ll bring you gifts, Brenda, but don’t ask for any, it’s not polite. I
meant that’s the last for now.” Mommy sighed, looking tired.


“Come on,
girls, open it,” Daddy urged, looking as excited as we were.


Brenda and I
looked at each other and then we grinned. “On your mark, get set, go!” she
yelled, and then we tore the wrappers off and stared at a small blue box.
Together we lifted the lids and gasped. In my box was a heart-shaped locket.
Daddy came over and sat between us, smelling of cookies. “This is just from me.
Mommy and Santa get to have all the fun shopping for you, but this time I found
something that I thought would be perfect for you.”


“Why?”
Brenda asked, holding up the delicate chain. The lights from the Christmas tree
reflected off the silver locket.


“Well,
because I have to leave often for my job and I miss you both. So I thought you
could have this, so you wouldn’t miss me.”


“Why won’t
we miss you?” I asked Daddy. I had to hold back my laughter, because he didn’t
brush his hair either, and it was sticking up on his head like Alfalfa from Little Rascals.


Daddy
grinned, looking from Brenda to me. “Because these are special lockets.”


I woke with a
start, my throat burning with the threat of tears. Two days away until
Christmas, and I already missed my family. I didn’t need the reminder that I
wouldn’t see them this year.


I buried my
head in my pillow, wishing I could get the dream back. I was in my own bed. My
depression over my family was taking on a new high and I didn’t want Noah to
suffer, so I chose to stay at home until tomorrow when his family would be
here.


I was very
excited to see Sylvia for more than one reason. I wanted Debbie to open a P.O.
box so Sylvia could put my presents for my family in there. I had already
written Debbie about it and just needed to give the presents to Sylvia to deliver.
They would be late but I was sure they wouldn’t care.


I was still in
bed when I heard the front door, and Noah yell for me. “I’m in here,” I yelled
back.


He stood
leaning against the bedroom door frame, wearing his trademark jeans and a gray
knit sweater. He looked cozy enough to snuggle in front of a fire place sipping
hot chocolate. “That’s it. We’re getting out of here. You’ve been moping around
for days. I’m taking you for a drive.”


“Where?”


“We’re going to
Bellen Hill.”


“That’s three
hours from here, why are we going there.”


His eyes shone
with secrets, his lips turned up at the edges. “To make a phone call.”


I pointed
toward the living room where I had left the portable phone. “Um… I don’t know
if you realize this, but there’s one in there.”


He smirked,
looking very full of himself. “We’re calling your family, to wish them a Merry
Christmas. There’s a very large insurance company in the city and a friend from
college works there, he said we could use his office phone.”


I suddenly felt
excited and nervous at the same time, as I sat up in bed. “You mean if Nick
happened to check Brenda’s phone records it wouldn’t look unusual for her to
get a call from an insurance company?”


He nodded. “And
the building has sixty floors. It wouldn’t be easy to track down the phone we
called from.”


Jumping up, I
rushed into his arms, breathing in his spicy scent. Grabbing his face, I
squeezed his cheeks. “You are a genius,” I said, kissing his lips. “I have to
hurry and have a shower. What am I going to wear?” I asked, suddenly anxious.


He laughed.
“They’re not going to see what you look like.”


“I’ll know,” I
called over my shoulder as I rushed into the shower. My mood had improved
immensely, all thanks to Noah. God, I love that man.


 


We left half an
hour later, wanting to make it there before then end of the work day. We made
good time, considering Noah drove the exact speed limit worried about getting
pulled over. He was overprotective of me ever since he found out my secret. I
secretly loved the extra attention. It made me feel treasured.


We pulled into
the insurance company’s parking lot and I looked up. The building was
enormously high, all gray concrete and windows. Noah was right; it wouldn’t be
easy to trace a call here.


We rode the
elevator up to the forty-ninth floor and followed the secretary’s directions to
Mike’s office. Mike was around thirty with thinning black hair. His eyes were
an olive green, and surrounded by long, thick lashes Debbie would kill for. He
greeted us each with a strong handshake and explained that we would have his
office to ourselves, because he was just leaving for lunch. We thanked him and
wished him a Merry Christmas, expecting to be gone before he got back.


I sat down on
the office chair with Noah hovering above me. I was so excited, I felt like
spinning around in the chair. A childish thought, I know, but since my dream,
and Noah’s idea this morning, I’d been giddy as a school girl. I took a deep
breath and began to dial, hoping they would be home. It rang three times, and I
was about to hang up when I heard my sister’s voice. “Hello,” she said sounding
winded.


“Hi, Brenda,” I
said cheerfully.


“Abby!” she
shrieked. “I’m so glad to hear your voice, but you shouldn’t be calling.”


“It’s okay. I’m
not calling from home. But we won’t stay on long. How are you?”


“I’m great, the
kids are great. Mom’s great, but we miss you so much.” I felt tears run down my
cheeks, but I didn’t care, I was so happy to be talking to my sister.


“Did Brian
check your phone for bugs like Debbie said he would?”


“Yeah, there
was nothing that he could see, but he did say he thought Nick was checking our
phone records.”


“I figured as
much. But it’s okay. I’m somewhere he can’t trace.”


She sniffed,
telling me she had been crying like I was. “Good, because there’s someone here
who is dying to talk to you.”


“Okay. I love
you and have a good Christmas.”


“I love you
too, Abby. Be safe.”


I heard some
muffled noises that sounded like the phone being handed over. “Abby?” my mother
asked, crying. Her voice washed over me like a hug, bringing back many memories
that made me so happy.


“Yes, Mom, it’s
me,” I whispered, unable to get the words out.


“Oh, honey, I
miss you so much.”


“I miss you
too,” I managed to squeak out. I was crying so hard I could hardly speak. I was
shaking. My body was filled with months’ worth of emotion. I felt Noah rub my
back gently, calming me down.


“I got your
letters, sweetie. I’m so happy you’ve found someone who treats you right. You
deserve it.”


I sighed,
trying to calm down. “You have no idea. It was his idea to come here today. He
thought of a plan to make this call. By the way would you like some more
insurance?” I couldn’t help the giggle that slipped out.


“Is that where
you are? An insurance company?”


“Yes. Noah
thought of it, there’s no way a call from an insurance company will be
noticed.”


“He sounds
smart and thoughtful. I can’t wait to meet him.”


“Oh, Mom, me
too. You’ll love him.”


“It’s about
time somebody worthwhile realized how special you are.”


Noah’s hand
moved to my shoulder, rubbing softly. “Mom, I wanted to call to wish you Merry
Christmas. I’m going to send gifts somehow, and Debbie is going to pick them
up. They’ll be late, but I didn’t think you’d care.”


She made a
sound that sounded like something between a sob and a laugh. “All we need is
for you to be happy, and safe.”


“I am, Mom.”


“I’m so glad,
honey. I’ve taken up too much of your time. Justin and Haley want to talk to
you.”


“Okay, I love
you, Mom.”


Noah moved away
to look out the window. It was starting to snow.


“Oh, baby, I
love you too.”


Muffled sounds
erupted again. “Hi, Aunt Abby,” I heard the kids say together.


“Hi guys, how
are you?”


“Good, we miss
you,” Justin replied.


“I miss you
too, buddy. Is Santa coming soon?”


“Yes, I asked
Santa to bring you home,” Haley announced, which tore at my heart even more.


I took a deep
breath, fighting the tears that threatened again. “Oh, baby, he can’t do that
this year, but he told me to call you instead.”


“He did?” Her
voice was shrill and filled with excitement.


“He sure did,
and he said he was going to bring you lots of toys, and you’ll see me some time
soon, okay?”


“Okay, Aunt
Abby, Merry Christmas.”


“Merry
Christmas, Haley.”


“Aunt Abby,
when are you coming home?” Justin asked after Haley hung up. His voice sounded
different; had he grown in just seven months?


“Sweetie, I
don’t know. But as soon as I can I’ll be there.”


“Okay, I love
you.”


“I love you
too.” I hung up soon after, emotionally exhausted.


“Let’s go
home,” Noah said, taking my hand and leading me out of the office.


 


“Thank you, so
much.” We were back in his Jeep and I was leaning on his shoulder, spent from
all I had been through. Noah announced that he had to make a stop but I didn’t
see where. I had fallen asleep shortly after we left the insurance company.


“Anna, wake
up.” He nudged me, pulling me out of a very sound sleep.


I sat up and
looked around. We were still in the car, but no longer moving. We were parked
in front of a Christmas tree lot outside of Shimmer Lake. The snow had picked
up and now big fat flakes were drifting slowly down to the ground, covering it
in a white soft blanket. It was the perfect whether for tree shopping. We both
climbed out and wandered around until we agreed on one. It was the biggest tree
we could find. After Noah strapped it to the roof of the Jeep, we were on our
way.


 


We stayed up
late decorating it with his parents’ old decorations. He wanted the place to
look festive for his family when they arrived tomorrow.


Once it was
decorated, I sat down and watched the lights twinkle. Christmas music filtered
out of the speakers as I munched on the red and green candy I had out in fancy
crystal dishes.


Noah strolled
over and dug through the candy, picking up a handful. He popped a couple in his
mouth and fell into the sofa beside me. He spotted a stack of books piled on
the coffee table. I had purchased them for his niece last time I was out
shopping with Kathy. He picked them up and leaned back.


He flipped
through them. “Yours?”


“Yeah, I signed
them, although I know she won’t care.” I glanced at the one in his hand. “You
know how I came up with that one?”


He held the
book in question up between us. “I Love You To Pieces?” He read it with
a raised eyebrow.


I smiled,
feeling much better after my phone conversation. A weight had been lifted, and
I no longer felt depressed. “My mom used to say that to us all the time. But
especially at night. She’d tuck us in and then whisper, “I love you to pieces.”
One night I added, “And I hope you never die.”


“A little
morbid, isn’t it?”


“Definitely.
But I was a kid and my mom never said anything. It became something we did.
She’d say the first part and then I’d add mine. It got so that I couldn’t go to
sleep without saying it. Up until my teenage years. My mom stopped tucking me
in and it used to drive me crazy not uttering those words.”


He chuckled
softly, burying his face in my hair. “I love you to pieces,” he whispered.


“And I hope you
never die.” My voice came out in a gasp as he nuzzled on my neck. 


 


The next
morning we got up early moving my things into his place. I wanted his family to
feel at home so I took all my belongings, although it wasn’t like I had that
much here.


“You know, your
things fit in my house just fine. Why don’t you move in?” 


I was stacking
my books onto his shelf in the bedroom, but at his words, I dropped one onto my
toe. It just happened to be a hardcover. “No,” I blurted out without thinking,
partly due to the sting of pain in my big toe.


“Okay.
Sorry I brought it up.” He was obviously hurt by my reaction.


I finished
stacking the last book and made my way over to him, where he sat on the edge of
the bed. “I’m sorry, Noah, but I’m not ready for that step. Nick was never
abusive until he moved in.” His eyes sparked with anger at the comparison and
he opened his mouth to protest. I held my hand up to stop him. “I know you
would never hurt me, but the idea of living with someone brings it all back.
Besides, we basically live together now.”


His eyes
softened as he tugged me onto his lap. “I’m sorry. I won’t rush you, but when
you’re ready let me know, okay?”


I kissed his
whiskered cheek, breathing in his scent. “I will. Now, your family will be here
soon, and I really want to start on those cookies.” I stood up, pulling him
with me. He followed me out to the kitchen.


“While you do
that, I’m going to run to the grocery to get some booze, and something for
supper. My mom said they’ll handle Christmas dinner.”


I was busy
pulling out the ingredients for the cookies. I loaded everything onto the
counter next to the bowl I had waiting. “Don’t be long. I don’t want to be
alone when they get here.” I scooped the flour into a measuring cup, scraping
the excess off with the edge of a butter knife.


“I thought you
couldn’t cook.”


“I can’t. I
can’t even bake anything except for chocolate chip cookies, and brownies which
I’m also making, and that’s all I got.”


“I’m sure
they’ll be great.” He gave me a kiss before disappearing out the door.


 


 






[bookmark: _Toc344035545]Chapter
Thirty-Eight


A Family Christmas


 


The smell of
chocolate wafted around the room as I took out the last batch of brownies. I
set them to cool on the stove and began stacking the cookies into a container.
They were done, and I admit, tasted pretty good. I had to try them, didn’t I? I
couldn’t risk poisoning anybody, which my cooking usually did—sort of. And just
to make sure—I tried three.


When the door
opened, I didn’t look up from my task, assuming it was Noah, until I heard a
female voice. “Wow, I don’t think it’s ever smelled so good in here, I must
have the wrong house.”


I looked over
and saw Noah’s mom, Pamela, walking in carrying grocery bags.


Closing the lid
on the container, I stepped up to her. “Hi, Pamela, it’s nice to see you
again.”


Noah’s mom was
in her fifties, but the only way you could tell was the lines around her eyes
and mouth when she smiled. She was tall for a woman, I’d say about five ten,
and her wheat-colored hair was usually up in a bun, like her mother’s. Today it
was down, flowing smoothly just past her shoulders. “You too, honey, how are
you doing?” By the tone of her voice, I could tell she knew. Pamela moved to
the kitchen counter and laid her bags on top.


“I’m good
actually, thanks to your mother.” She smiled, pride shining from her eyes. She
loved her mother and it showed. “Is Sylvia with you?”


“I’m here,” the
woman in question called from the doorway as she stepped through. The brisk
December air blew in with her. Before she closed the door I noticed that it was
snowing again. It had stopped last night after we got home with the tree, but
it was nice to see the light dusting on Christmas Eve, especially now that
everyone was here, safe and sound. 


I was so happy
to see someone from my other life that I rushed over and gave her a big hug.
The familiar scent of spearmint washed over me. “I’m so glad to see you.”


She gently
rubbed the back of my hair with her hand. “I’m so glad you’re
okay.”


I couldn’t let
go of this frail woman; it was like coming home. Someone I saw on a daily basis
in my old life was here in my new one, and for some reason the floodgates
opened, and I started to cry. I didn’t understand my reaction. I wasn’t sad. I
was happy; actually it gave me hope that someday I could see others from my
past.


“I’ll go help
Harry with the bags. I’ll give you some time.” Pamela’s voice snapped me out of
my emotional breakdown, and I let go of Sylvia, stepping away as her daughter
went outside.


Through the
window I saw Noah leading a man and women that must have been his sister and
her husband, into the cottage. A little girl and a dog followed them.


“Do they know?”
I asked, watching Pamela join her husband near the car. I brushed my tears
away, hoping to erase all evidence. I didn’t want Noah to know I’d been crying.
After yesterday, I thought I was all cried out.


She moved up
beside me as we watched the group bring suitcases, and coolers into Sylvia’s
old home. “Yes, I told them on the way here. They knew something was up since
you moved here, but it wasn’t my news. But when I told them that you’d be
joining us they wanted to know the whole story. I thought they should know. Is
that okay?”


“It’s fine, I
don’t think they ever met Nick.”


She placed a
cold hand on my shoulder, turning me to face her. “Actually, after you left, he
came by their house to ask me some questions.”


I tried to push
down the feeling of fear, but it was difficult when we were discussing Nick.
“Has he been there since?”


“No, I’ve been
around a long time.” She winked. “I know how to lie.”


Speechless, I
simply held her hand and squeezed.


“So tell me
about you and my grandson.” She took her coat off and laid it onto my
outstretched hand as she sat down at the kitchen table, her flowing
plum-colored skirt spread out around the chair.


I gaped at her
as I hung up her coat on the coat rack, and then took the seat next to her. The
legs of the chair scraped against the linoleum floor. “How did you know?”


“Well, when you
first arrived, Noah was irritated with you when we spoke on the phone. And I
think a little with me because I wouldn’t tell him your situation. But the last
few times I’ve talked to him, he sounded happy and content. Besides, I told you
you’d like him.”


I pushed my
bangs out of my eyes. “Is there anything you don’t know?”


“Not so far,”
she said with a grin and a wink, her pale gray eyes sparkling with amusement.


I laughed. “I’m
so happy you’re here.”


The door swung
open and Noah stepped inside. “Everything okay in here?” His family stood
behind him waiting to come in.


“Everything is
wonderful.” Sylvia stood up and took my hand, pulling me up with her. 


Noah walked
over and gave me a quick peck on the lips, then taking my other hand, he turned
to his parents. “Mom, Dad, this is Anna, my girlfriend.” Everyone’s face took
on the same expression—confusion. “She changed her name, and we want to keep it
that way, just to be safe.”


Instead of
agreeing or showing any sign of understanding they cheered. His mother rushed
over and gave us both a hug. She smelled of lavender. “It’s about time someone
settled him down, and I’m glad it’s you, Anna.” She winked, using my preferred
name. “I always liked you.”


Harry came up
beside his wife. “It’s nice to see you again and even better now that you can
handle this one.” He shot a look in his son’s direction as he gave me a hug. He
smelled of mint and chocolate.


Noah introduced
me to his sister Jennifer who insisted I call her Jen and her husband Collin.
Their little girl Libby was adorable, with light brown hair that fell to her
back, pulled up in a head band. She was wearing a cute red Christmas dress. She
looked about four.


I took
everyone’s coats and placed them in the closet of the spare room while Noah
brought in the groceries and dinner, which was pizza from Pizza Villa. “That’s
not very Christmasy, Noah,” his mother scolded him, taking a bite after we were
all seated around the table drinking wine and beer.


“Since Anna
doesn’t cook, and we spent the day moving her things over here so you guys
could have the cottage, you’re lucky you’re getting food at all.” He winked at
his mother, who grinned, taking a sip of her wine.


“I think it’s
great.” Collin added his opinion to the conversation, holding up his beer.


“So, Anna, I
see you have a new book out. Have you been writing much since you’ve been
here?” Pam asked me.


I nodded,
swallowing the mouthful of cheese and pepperoni. “Yes, it’s so peaceful and
quiet here. I’ve written a few actually.”


“Libby loves
your books, we have most of them. I think its so cool that my brother is dating
Abigail Watson,” Jen squealed, standing up to gather dishes. She stopped and
stared at me apologetically. “I’m sorry, I’m just excited.”


I smiled. “It’s
okay.”


“Yes, but remember
you can’t tell anyone.” Noah said, pointing at her.


Jen turned to
him. He was sitting next to her, a scowl clouding her pretty face. “Noah, I
wouldn’t do anything to risk her life, I like her. I’m just not sure
about you.” She ducked from a playful swat from her brother.


“Now kids, play
nice,” their father said with a smile.


 


After everyone
left for the evening, retiring to my cottage, Noah turned on the gas fireplace
and dimmed the lights. With the snow falling outside, the room was cozy and
romantic. He took a small wrapped box out from under the tree. “Open it.” He
placed it on my lap and fell into the couch beside me. The springs groaned
against his weight.


I shook my
head, handing it back to him. “No, we should wait until tomorrow.”


His eyes narrowed
as he held out his hand and pushed it back to me. “We will. But I’d like you to
open this in private.”


“Okay.”
I was suddenly very curious. What it could be that I couldn’t open in front of
his family? “Is it something dirty?” I asked with a smirk. He just shrugged his
shoulders, watching me with intense eyes. I pulled at the wrapping paper to
find a little square box—the perfect size for a ring. My heart sunk. I loved
him so much, but I definitely wasn’t ready for that.


His lips
twitched, seeing the look on my face. “Don’t worry, it’s not a ring.”


I sighed with
relief, giving him a small smile. “Good.” I lifted the lid off the box and
gasped. I gazed up at him not believing what I saw. “No way!” I gasped.


He grinned
widely but stayed silent.


Inside the box,
surrounded by cotton, was a small heart-shaped sterling silver locket, identical
to the one Nick ruined. It looked so much like mine, I almost believed he went
to my apartment and dug in the garbage disposal. I rubbed my finger over the
embossed lace, hoping that if I opened it, there would be a picture of my
parents. But of course there wouldn’t be. I left it closed so he wouldn’t see
disappointment on my face. 


I was so
touched by his gift, I was speechless. I had only mentioned the locket once, weeks
ago. I couldn’t believe he remembered.


“Aren’t you
going to look inside?”


“No, I don’t
need to, it’s so beautiful. Thank you.”


“Open it,” he
said sternly, his eyes narrowed again. I did what he asked. Tears rolled down
my cheeks before I could stop them. Inside the locket was a small picture of my
parents, exactly like my old one.


I looked up at
him. “How?” I whispered, so shocked I could barely speak.


“I looked
online for days looking for a locket exactly like the one in your album. I
finally found one, and they shipped it yesterday. That was the stop I had to
make on our way home.


“I took the
pictures from your album, and got copies made in this size at a place in
Martin. Then I snuck back over here while you were at the diner having lunch
with Kathy last week, and replaced them.”


All I could do
was stare at him. So many emotions swam in my head. I left Nick when he took my
father from me. And now that Noah had returned him, all I wanted to do was
spend the rest of my life with this man.


“You don’t like
it, do you? I’m sorry I overstepped. It wasn’t my business.” He took my silence
for anger or sadness, instead of what it was—awe. This sweet, wonderful,
handsome man that just kept surprising me.


“No, I love it.
I just can’t believe you did this.” I was still in shock. The locket was cold
against my skin as I held it in my hand. I couldn’t stop staring at it. Just
like in my dream, the lights from the Christmas tree reflected off the shiny
silver surface.


“I love you,”
he said simply with a shrug of his shoulders.


I closed my
hand around my new gift, and wrapped my arms around him, and kissed him with
everything I had. “Thank you,” I whispered, pulling away. “And yes, I’ll move
in with you.”


He smiled. His
eyes alight with the love that must have reflected mine. “You’re welcome, and
I’m so glad you’ll live with me because some day you’re going to be my wife.”
My eyes widened in shock; I couldn’t speak. He didn’t mind though, he just
laughed, picked me up, and carried me into the bedroom.


 


“Uncle Noah,
Uncle Noah, wake up, Santa was here.”


I opened my
heavy eyelids and stared into Libby’s big blue eyes. Her face was round and
delicate, flawless as only a child’s could be. I felt that I was looking into
the face of a porcelain doll. Until I looked down. She was wearing princess
footy pajamas. Her light brown hair, sticking up and falling askew down her
back. She grinned at me as she reached out and shook Noah.


He was facing
me, eyes wide open with a smile on his face. He started to fake snore. “Uncle
Noah, come on, Mommy said we couldn’t open presents until you wake up.” Noah
only snored louder.


I smiled at
him. “You know, Libby,” I began, sitting up in bed. “I’ve known your uncle a
while now, and I have a special way of waking him up. Do you want to try?”


She tilted her
head, interest sparking into those dark blue eyes. “Yes.”


“Tickle
attack,” I yelled, going for the side of his stomach, a spot I found one day
while we were horsing around. She joined me in the tickling, with giggles and
screams as Noah grabbed her, pulling her onto the bed between us, turning the
attack on to her.


I watched as
she struggled through the laughs and screams. Noah was smiling and having fun.
A feeling of joy crept inside me, and I realized I wanted this. I wanted our
child to wake us up in the morning. I wanted Noah to tickle his boy or girl and
see the happiness on his face that I saw right now. I no longer feared his
words from last night; I was excited for him to ask me to marry him—maybe not
right now, but someday.


Jen appeared in
the doorway wearing a faded black T-shirt and black yoga pants. Her hair was
pulled into a loose ponytail with strands falling loose that shouldn’t be.
“Noah, what are you doing to my child?”


“Tickle
attack,” he breathed, not looking away from his niece.


Jen raised a
brow, a smirk playing on her lips. “Aren’t you too old?”


He slowed his
hands, letting Libby take a breath. The child’s hair was now sticking straight
up. “Yes. But she started it.”


The smirk
turned into a smile, as she winked at me over her brother’s and child’s bodies.
“Get up, we’re waiting.” Jen reached over and took Libby’s hand, pulling her up
off the bed and out of the room. 


“I guess we
should get up.” I stood and pulled on my own yoga pants, which were blue. I was
wearing an old gray T-shirt of Noah’s, with the words Shimmer Lake High written
in navy blue on the front. I brushed my hair quickly and added a bit of makeup.
Finally, I took the locket out of the box and put it on my neck where it
belonged. “Come on, they’re waiting.” I moved to the door and stood gazing at
him, where he still lay in bed watching me.


“Go ahead, I’ll
be right out.”


I did as he
asked, and made my way out into the living room where Noah’s family waited.


 


The next few
hours was a haze of wrapping paper, excited squeals, and laughter. I missed
being around a big family. I was surprised I wasn’t depressed or missing my
own. I just enjoyed the day without any sadness. It was Christmas, a time to be
happy and thankful, and that’s what I intended to do.


Noah loved the
brown leather jacket and his CDs, but it was the chisel that inspired a long
kiss in front of his family. They cheered at the sight, thankful that their son
had finally found happiness. Except his brother-in-law, who yelled for us to
get a room. Noah winked at me as he drew away, sitting next to me on the sofa.
Noah had given me earrings and perfume and I decided I would thank him in
private.


“Oh Anna, thank
you,” Jen said.


I looked up
from my earrings and saw that Libby had opened her present. “You’re welcome.” I
had given her a signed special edition to my new book, a signed copy of Wendy’s
Wish and a signed copy of the Wendy’s Wish DVD along with the other
books Noah had been browsing through.


“I didn’t even
know the DVD was out yet.”


“It’s not, but
I have connections.”


Later, Sam,
Kathy and the kids came to exchange gifts. I was so excited to give Kathy her
gift, but when I opened the one from her, I laughed. I watched as she opened
hers, and held up mine. “We can go together.” We had gotten the same thing for
each other, a massage and manicure coupon for the spa in Martin.


“Hey, just what
I wanted,” she cried, grinning.


The boys loved
their gifts, the same thing I got Libby; they all agreed that it was way cool
that I knew a famous author. They still didn’t know who I really was, and
thankfully Noah’s family didn’t say my name in front of them.


“Anna, can I
have a cookie?” Libby asked me after we finished lunch.


“Not if she
baked them,” Sylvia commented, laughing.


I scrunched up
my face staring at her. “Hey, you know I can make cookies.”


She shrugged
noncommittally. “Yes, that’s true, but I better try them first.”


“Sylvia,” I
gasped, while the others laughed.


 


They left the
next day, and although the quiet was welcoming, I was sad to see them go. Noah
and I organized my stuff into his house, but I insisted on keeping my office at
the cottage. I was inspired there, and I didn’t want to mess with that.


I got a message
through Debbie that my family loved they’re gifts and I was happy to hear from
them, but I was no longer depressed after reading their letter. I missed them,
but I was happy and fulfilled with my new life with Noah.
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Thirty-Nine


Surrender


 


Winter turned
into spring; a year since I escaped was just a few weeks away. Noah wanted to
celebrate, saying we’d been together a year, he wanted to make it a happy
event, afraid I’d be sad or depressed. I agreed with him and chose to be happy.


That day, I was
just finishing up a chapter on my new book called Angela’s Song, which
was about a little girl with the voice of an angel, when Noah poked his head
inside the office. “I’m ready to leave.”


I saved my file
and jumped up, rushing to join him. I walked with him outside, following him to
his car. “I’ll miss you.”


He took my hand
in his rough calloused one, giving mine a squeeze. “Anna, I’ll just be gone for
the day. I’ll see you tonight.” His sapphire eyes gazed into mine, making it
harder to let him go. I was being ridiculous. He wasn’t leaving me.


The sun was
warm today beating down on us, the top of my head starting to get warm. The
soft breeze blew the scent of gardenias from the garden Sylvia had planted for
me when she visited us last month. I had yet to weed it, and they were getting
higher than the actual flowers. I hoped to do it before she returned, but it
was hard to focus on more than my book, Noah, not to mention Kathy and the
boys. I didn’t have time to weed. What was Sylvia thinking?


Returning my
thoughts to the man next to me, I breathed in his scent. He had worked in his
workshop this morning and the smell of wood was stronger than ever. “I know,
but we haven’t been more than a mile or two apart for more than a few hours
since I moved here.” I leaned into him, wrapping my arms around his neck.


He rested his
head on mine as I snuggled against his chest listening to his heart beat. I
didn’t want to let go, because when I did, I knew he would get in his car and
drive off to Bellen Hill for a meeting with a potential client. The man was a
CEO of a company there, and insisted they discuss the cabinets for his new
mansion in person.


I felt him
stiffen against me. I glanced up to see him staring at something over my
shoulder. Then his eyes widened in horror just before he shoved me away from
him. The sound of a gunshot rang out as I hit the side of the house. My head
smacked against the stone with a crack; pain shot like a bullet through my
skull. I spun around, my head dizzy, to see Noah lying on the ground, blood
pooling through his blue dress shirt on his right shoulder—exactly where my
head had been laying seconds before. “Noah!” I screamed, rushing toward him,
leaning over his motionless body. “Are you okay?” I gasped, holding back the
sobs that threatened to over take me.


He opened his
eyes slowly, his eyes glassy and distant. He turned to me, focusing on my face.
He breathed deep and then gasped, “Run!”


“What?”


He looked
beyond me. “Run, NOW!”


Panic and
confusion overflowed my brain as I glanced over my shoulder. There was a man
wearing a black leather jacket and green baseball cap, and he was stalking
toward us. “Nick,” I whispered.


“Abby,” Noah
breathed, sitting up, cradling his arm. “Go.” He hadn’t used my real name in a
year and it sounded odd coming from his lips.


I gazed at him
hesitantly, unsure of what to do.


“Please,” he
begged.


I closed my
eyes, tears running down my cheeks. “I can’t leave you,” I sobbed.


“He’s coming.
GO!” he yelled, his eyes showing the pain he felt. It was difficult for him to
yell, and I was adding to his pain by not doing what he asked, but how could I
leave him?


I nodded,
making a decision to lead Nick away from Noah. If he had any chance of
surviving this, Nick couldn’t be near him. “I love you,” I whispered, as I spun
around.


Nick was just
crossing the road at the edge of the driveway. He lifted the gun and aimed
again. I needed to get help somehow. But the best thing right now was to lure
Nick away from the man I loved. It was me he wanted anyway. I took off running
down the beach just before another shot ran out. This one went into the dock
with a hollow thunk as I rushed past, over the dunes and down to the
sand.


“Abbbyyy,” Nick
yelled in a sing-song voice. “Come on, honey. It’s time to come home. I won’t
hurt you.” He was using his sweet tone of voice, the one he reserved for his
nieces and nephew. I wasn’t falling for it though; he just shot at me. “Lets
just forget the last year and move on. I forgive you for leaving me.” His voice
held a hard edge to it, filled with venom, completely contradicting his words.


I kept running,
looking for somewhere to hide as I slipped and slid on the wet sand. All I was
wearing was the pink flip-flops I wore around the house. I hadn’t expected to
be running for my life or I would have chosen hiking boots.


Stop it! Why was I thinking of footwear? I needed to find a place to hide.
Another shot rang out. I lunged to the ground into the wet sand, fear snaking
up my spine. My hands sunk into the mushy beach, sand clung to my fingers and
palms.


On all fours, I
glanced over my shoulder. Nick was at the edge of the beach standing on the
dune searching for me. When he saw me hunched on the ground, he grinned, his
eyes sparking with menace. “Hey, baby. Just give it up. You’re mine, remember?
I will always find you.” I didn’t stick around to hear the rest, I had thought
of a place to hide and took off running, just before another bullet pierced the
sky. I climbed up the dunes on my hands and knees and then stood up, running as
fast I could for Noah’s workshop.


When I got
close to the barn, I glanced behind me. Nick was nowhere to be seen. Noah’s
house blocked my view of the beach, hopefully blocking me from Nick. I snuck
around the side door and pulled slowly, hoping to avoid the creaking sound I
knew this door usually made. The hinges groaned faintly as I opened the door,
but thankfully not loud enough for anyone but me to hear.


Slipping
through the door, I rushed to the back of the large room. Nick’s voice erupted
from outside, and I glanced behind me, bumping into the table saw, making a
loud squawking sound. I froze, hoping he hadn’t heard it. But as I stared out
the tiny grimy window facing the lake, I saw his dark head bobbing my way. I
needed to find a place to hide now!


I spun around
the room, taking in the machines, the supplies, the desk, and nowhere that
would give me cover. Panic bubbled up inside me. It was useless, he was going
to find and kill me, what was the point in fighting it? Just as the pity
started to take hold, slithering its way into my chest threatening to smother
me, my eyes fell on a little utility closet Noah used for office supplies. It
had been a broom closet that he added shelves to. I rushed to the back corner
and opened it. It was deep enough for a body to fit. I yanked out a huge box of
paper from the bottom shelf and got down crawling into the tiny space. I had
just shoved the box of paper back to hide me and closed the door when I heard
the creak of the outer door.


I stared down
at the floor beneath me. Scraps of torn paper and dust balls filled the tiny
cracks in the concrete. I could hear the sounds of feet shuffling, and the odd
smack of hand on machine. He thought I was hiding under them.


I held my
breath, hoping that if I didn’t make a sound he would leave. No such luck.


“I know you’re
in here.” His voice was agitated; it was making him crazy that he couldn’t find
me. “Why do you run from me? I told you the first time we had sex that you were
mine. You can’t get away from me.”


He was trying
to goad me, and it was working. He didn’t own me. I belonged to no one but
myself. The anger was starting to rise, making me breathe harder. I closed my
eyes, and concentrated on calming down.


“You know, it
wasn’t easy to find you. Everyone in your life lied to me. Said they didn’t
know where you were. Your whole family are fucking liars,” he yelled, his
agitation spiking. Just like Debbie had said, he was definitely losing it. “Who
do they think they are, trying to keep you from me? I OWN YOU!” he hollered.
His loud booming voice bounced off the walls. The footsteps got closer. Panic
and fear crept up my spine, paralyzing me. “You know how I found you? That old
bitch Sylvia.”


I gasped when
he said her name, and then covered my mouth with my hand. My arm was shaking
with fear.


“I always
thought there was something up with her, since she moved the day you left. And
last week, I looked into her background. Turns out she has a bunch of cottages
in Shimmer Lake.” The sound of something heavy scraped against the floor—the
desk, I thought. He was looking behind it. Oh shit he was close.


“And once I
arrived here, it didn’t take long before I found someone who recognized your
picture. She called you Anna. She really didn’t like you. She said you were
fucking her man.” A pounding sound rang out, startling me. He had punched
something, a wall maybe? The footsteps, got closer, and the door in front of me
swung open. “I knew you were a slut. You probably did fuck that Jason.” The box
of paper slid out. I edged to the back as far as I could go. His hand appeared
and grabbed my hair. He yanked it, pulling me out of the closet. Pain shot through
my head as he ripped strands out. He leered down at me, his musky scent gagging
me. “But I got you now.”


He shoved me to
the hard cold floor and snaked his hands around my throat, his favorite form of
torture, and squeezed. Instantly my airway sealed shut and I gasped for air,
kicking and flipping around, trying to get him off me. I wished I had longer
nails, as I tried to claw at his hands, but nothing worked. I could feel
unconsciousness overtaking me, and the sight of his rage filled eyes flashed in
and out.


This was it.
After everything I did to get away from this monster, he was going to do what
he started—kill me, and as a bonus—Noah. We would not get our happily ever
after, after all. As light faded to darkness, I heard the sound of Nick’s
laughter.


 


 






[bookmark: _Toc344035547]Chapter
Forty


A Threat


 


The sound of
beeping far away pulled me from a very deep sleep. My throat felt like I had
gargled with nails, and my head was pounding in tune with the annoying sound.
My chest ached, and my limbs felt like rubber. What was going on, where was I?
The sound of footsteps alerted me that I wasn’t alone and for some reason the
icy claws of fear rushed through my veins. I didn’t understand my reaction, but
as I tried to open my eyes to see who it was and where I was, they stuck together
as if they had been super-glued. I couldn’t move my limbs either, something was
wrong.


“How is she?” a
female voice asked. It sounded like Pamela.


“They said
she’ll be fine, but she’s been though an emotional shock and her brain needs to
catch up to her body.” Happiness soared through me at the sound of this voice.
It was my mother. She was here. But where was here? I tried to remember,
thinking of a lake and sapphire-blue eyes. Just like that, the dam of memories
broke and it all came flooding back. Nick had killed Noah and then me. But...I
wasn’t dead. I was here listening to our mothers talk.


“Noah’s still in
surgery, but they said once they get the bullet out he should recover fully.”
Pamela’s voice was strained, as if she’d been crying. Of course she had, my
psycho ex had shot her son. Her good news made me want to wake up, and some of
the weight, lifted from my body. Struggling with my eyelids, I lifted them
slowly.


My mother was
sitting in a cushioned chair next to me, her sandy hair up in a twist, with
stray strands falling out. Pamela was leaning against the empty bed next to
mine. They both looked harried, like they’d been through hell and back. My
mother turned to the woman next to her.


“That’s such
good news, Pam. I would hate for Abby to lose him now that they can be togeth—”
She stopped speaking when Pamela’s eyes widened and stared at me with surprise.
“What’s wrong?” my mom asked, spinning her head to face me. “Oh, baby, thank
God you’re awake.” Relief swam in her eyes as she jumped off the chair to rush
at me. “Pamela, can you get the doctor,” my mom commanded, her nursing instinct
kicking in.


Noah’s mom
grinned at me before disappearing out the door.


“Hey, baby, how
are you feeling?” My mom’s voice was soft, edged with emotion.


“Water,” I
managed to squeak out. My voice was faint and raspy.


“Of course.” She
moved to the counter which held a jug and two cups, and filled a glass with icy
water. “Small sips,” she instructed. “Your larynx was strained. You need to be
careful.”


I did as she said,
taking small sips. The fire in my throat eased to a simmer. I held onto the
cup, knowing I’d need more. “Nick.” Another squeaky gasp.


The relief in
her eyes turned to storm clouds. “He’s here in the hospital, under observation.
He’s okay, but he’ll have a hell of a headache.” Her lips turned up into a
smile at the mention of his pain.


I was confused.
A chunk of time was missing. How did I get here and why was I alive?


My face must
have shown my confusion, because her face softened. “I guess you wouldn’t know
what happened, would you?” Just as she opened her mouth to speak, a woman in a
white doctor’s coat walked in followed by Pamela.


“Abby, this is
Dr. Williamson. She’s been taking care of you.” My mother squeezed my hand and
moved back to let the doctor in.


“Hi, Abby, how
are you feeling?” The woman was tall, brown hair, kind eyes.


“I’ve been
better.”


“I bet you
have.” She began looking me over, my heartbeat, checking my throat, inside and
out, and finally after she checked my blood pressure, she stepped back and
smiled. “Everything looks good. You were strangled, your larynx was obstructed
which cut off air flow to the lungs, producing asphyxia. That coupled with the
blow to your head, you lost consciousness. The damage to your throat is fine,
it will be sore, but as soon as you were able to breathe again you began to
heal. The concussion prevented you from waking. Otherwise you would have
regained consciousness awhile ago.”


“How long have I
been out?”


“Four hours.
That’s not bad considering the trauma you’ve been through. Other than the head
injury you’re fine. But because of it, we’re going to keep you here for
observation for the night, just to be on the safe side.” She glanced at me, my
mom, and Pamela. “Do you have any questions?”


I shook my head.


“I’m sure if you
do, your mother could answer them for you.” With a quick nod, she left us.


Pamela smiled at
me. “I’m so glad you’re okay, Abby.” She moved to my side and leaned down to
give me a kiss on the forehead, the scent of lavender whirling around me. “I’ll
leave you alone with your mom, and I’ll go share the good news.” She left the
room, leaving me with more questions.


Once she was
gone I stared at my mom. “How... did you get here?” The words hurt my throat
but I had so many questions.


“I got a call
from Sylvia, telling me that Larry and Pamela were on their way to come and get
me. Our kids were hurt and they needed us. That’s all I knew, but I was waiting
when they pulled up along the curb. Larry drove like a mad man to get here and
we made it in three and a half hours. I was told it usually takes five.”


I nodded,
knowing that was how long it took me.


“Apparently,
they received a call from Noah’s friend Sam. He let them know that Nick had
found you, shot Noah, and you ran from him. While you were gone, Noah managed
to call Sam, and Sam called the ambulance. That’s all we knew until we arrived
here at the hospital. After Noah made the call, he found you in his workshop,
with Nick strangling you. He grabbed a two-by-four and clocked him over the
head with it. After that Nick didn’t give him much trouble. Sam found all three
of you passed out on the barn floor. Noah’s in surgery, but he is going to be
fine.”


It was a lot to
take in. But I was disappointed to hear that Nick was alive, because I knew
that that was the only way he’d ever give up on me.


“Noah...passed
out?” I breathed heavily, the effort to speak was difficult.


“He lost a lot
of blood.” A wash of anxiety flooded through me, but was interrupted when Kathy
and Sam rushed in.


“I’m so glad
you’re all right,” Kathy mumbled into my shoulder. She was sprawled over me,
holding me tightly. Her bright red hair fell onto my face. It smelled like
strawberries. Sam stood in the doorway grinning at his wife.


“Um...My
throat’s a bit sore,” I managed to squeak out.


She released me
instantly. “Oh, I’m so sorry.” She smiled shyly.


I glanced at my
mom and held my aching throat.


“You must be
Kathy. Abby has told me about you in her letters. I’m her mother, Laura.”


“It’s great to
meet you. Anna, I mean, Abby, has spoken very highly of you.” Kathy was rubbing
my hand as she spoke to my mom.


Sam cleared his
throat. “Um...Abby.”


I glanced his
way and the grin I saw earlier disappeared. “Nick wants to talk to you before
he’s transferred. You don’t have to, but if you do, I’ll be there.”


My mother
gasped and Kathy swore, and then apologized to my mother.


I ignored them
and focused on Sam. “Is he…cuffed?”


“Yes.”


I nodded. It
was all I could manage. My throat was burning.


“Abby, no. He’s
has hurt you enough. I don’t want you near him.” My mother’s expression was
unyielding.


I glared at her
in attempt to let her know she couldn’t stop me.


It worked. She
pursed her lips and eyed me thoughtfully. “Is there any way I can talk you out
of this?” she asked. I shook my head. “Fine, I’ll help you up.”


My limbs ached
as I stood. I leaned on Sam as he led me down the hall and into a private room.
A policeman standing guard at the door. Nick was lying in a pale green hospital
gown, just like my own. Gauze was wrapped around the top of his head; spikes of
dark hair shot through the top. He glanced at us as we entered the room. His
dark brown eyes burned with rage when he saw me. No doubt disappointed to see
me alive.


I turned to
Sam, who was wearing his police uniform. He must have been at work when Noah
called him. “Alone?” was all I said, trying not to speak.


Sam crossed his
arms in front of him leaning against the door. “No.”


“What am I
going to do?” Nick asked, lifting up his arm that was cuffed to the bed.


Sam only glared
at Nick, disgust shining in his eyes.


I reached out
and laid a hand on Sam’s arm. “I’m okay.”


He sighed
heavily, his face hard. “I’ll be right outside.”


I watched him
walk out, standing by the door, leaving it open. “What do you want?” I tried to
speak clearly, not wanting to show my pain. I didn’t want him to know he hurt
me.


Fury simmered
in his eyes. “I wanted to see you so I could let you know that I will get out.
And when I do, I’m going right for your man to finish what I started. It won’t
be long. I already have my family’s lawyer working on it. It’s not our first
domestic abuse problem.”


“You shot
someone in front of a witness. They won’t let you out.” I wanted to say so much
more, but even the little I was saying, was making my throat burn as if someone
had stuck a hot poker down my throat.


“Oh, I’ll get
out, and I’ll have you back, you’ll see.” He smiled, knowing he had gotten
under my skin. “It’s not over.” His words opened a wound that Noah had healed,
reminding me that my life in Shimmer Lake had been a fantasy. He would never
leave me alone. This man in front of me was unfortunately my reality, but he
didn’t have to be Noah’s. I could feel the hate coming from him as he glared at
me, a wicked smile tainting his lips. He was even more of monster since I had seen
him last. I couldn’t be near him any longer.


I stumbled out
of the room, still feeling weak as he laughed behind me. Damn it, I let him
get to me.


 


My room was
more crowded when Sam and I returned. Larry and Pamela were sitting on the
empty bed, talking to Kathy and my mom. “Noah?” I asked his mother.


“The operation
was a success and he’s in recovery. We expect he’ll be fine.”


Relief washed
over me as I crawled back into bed, holding the awkward gown closed. “It’s my
fault,” I whispered. I didn’t mean to say that out loud. It was in my mind and
I couldn’t get it out. Everyone turned to me, wearing the same expression—pity
and annoyance.


“Don’t be
stupid, Abby.” It was Kathy who spoke first.


I glared at
her. “Nick wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for me,” I whispered. My throat didn’t
hurt as much when I spoke softly. I glanced around, glaring at everyone. “Nick
is a monster, and he won’t stop. Even bars can’t hold him. And I unleashed him
onto the man I love. Whose fault would that be?” Despite my whispered words,
they all heard me. Anger coursed through my veins. It wasn’t them I was mad at.
I was frustrated that I couldn’t just have a normal life with the man I love.
What made a person think they owned another? That they had control over another
human being. I didn’t understand it and I realized that there was no way to
understand what went though Nicks head. It wouldn’t change anything. He still
wouldn’t let me go, and he was still a threat to Noah.


I closed my
eyes, feeling embarrassed. My throat was sore from straining it and my head
ache was returning.


“Could I have a
minute alone with my daughter?” I heard my mother ask.


I opened my
eyes just as they exited my room. Kathy was the last to leave. She winked
before she headed out into the hall.


Once we were alone,
she sat on the edge of the bed. “Honey, you have every right to be upset. But
you also have every right to fall in love again.” She leaned over and brushed
hair out of my face. “Nobody blames you, so please don’t blame yourself. This
is on Nick, not you.” She leaned in and kissed my forehead as Pamela had done
earlier, but my mother smelled of lilac, as she had since I was a kid. “Get
some rest, I think you need it.”


She was right,
I was exhausted. But I wanted to see Noah when he got out of recovery. Maybe
I’d just close my eyes for a moment.


 


I fell asleep
and the sounds of hushed voices woke me. I opened my eyes and looked around.
The room was full again, with one extra person—Noah. He was lying in the bed
next to me, talking to his father. 


“Feeling
better?” Kathy asked when she noticed my eyes open.


I blushed,
feeling guilty for the way I had talked to them. “Yes. I’m sorry, everyone,” I
croaked.


“Don’t be. You
have every right to be frustrated. But just so you know, we don’t blame you,”
Pamela said, from her chair between the beds.


“Can I talk to
Abby alone, guys?” Noah asked everyone.


Once they all
shuffled out, Noah grinned at me. He was wearing a hospital gown that was loose
at the top. I could see the white gauze on his wound. “Hey,” he said sleepily.
He looked exhausted.


“Hi.” My voice
was still raspy.


“How are you?”
he asked.


I shook my
head, baffled that he was worried about me. He was the one that had a bullet in
his body. “I’m fine, you idiot. What were you thinking, taking that bullet for
me?” I whispered my words, since it hurt less to do so.


He reached his
hand out across the space between us, taking my hand in his. “I was thinking I
needed to save the women I love.”


I said nothing,
looking toward the door.


“You’re not
blaming yourself, are you?”


“No,” I lied. I
knew there was no sense, he’d just argue, just like everyone else had. “It’s
Nick’s fault, I know that.” The words “It’s not over” repeated inside my head.


“Do you know
when we can get out of here?”


“I can leave
tomorrow, I don’t know about you. Your injuries are worse than mine.” I
swallowed the lump in my throat.


“Yes, but you
were closer to death than I was. If I was a few minutes later, you’d be gone.”
His voice turned hard as he spoke the last words. “This is just a shoulder wound.
I’ll be fine.”


I got out of
bed and leaned over him, being careful not to touch his shoulder. I hugged him,
sobbing onto his chest, no longer able to stay away. “I love you, I’m so
sorry.”


He rubbed my
back. “It’s okay, babe, I’m fine.”


A nurse came into
the room to check Noah over. I crawled back in bed and watched. “You should get
some rest,” she said to Noah, glancing at me.


He turned to me
when she left the room, his eyes drooping. A slow smile spread on his handsome
face.


“Go to sleep,
Noah.” I told him, and surprisingly, he did just that. He closed his eyes, and
after a few minutes, he started to snore. I smiled to myself. He wasn’t much of
a snorer.


Shortly after,
they brought us dinner. I didn’t wake him up, he needed his rest.


Around seven
o’clock, Sam and Kathy left. Jamie and Jeremy were at the sitters and needed to
be picked up. I told our parents there was no point in staying either. I was
tired, my throat ached from my poor attempts to speak, and Noah was still
sleeping. They left, promising to come back in the morning. They were staying
at the cottage.


 


Noah was still
sleeping when I got my walking papers first thing in the morning. I dressed and
was ready to go when his parents stepped into the room. “Where’s my mom?” I
asked them, looking around. My throat was a little better so I managed to talk
softly.


“She’s on her
way. She’s bringing your car. She thought you might want to go home and shower
once you were able to,” Larry answered, as Pamela went to sit beside Noah.


“Perfect, I’ll
go wait outside for her.” I gazed at Noah looking peaceful, his lips open
breathing heavy. “Can you tell him?” I asked Larry.


He nodded. “Of
course. I’ll tell him you’ll be back.”


I didn’t
answer, just smiled as I left the room, wearing my writing clothes, jogging
shorts, tank top and flip-flops. I hoped it wasn’t chilly this morning.


As I stood
waiting for my mother inside the hospital doors, I kept thinking back to Nick’s
comments: It’s not over. I will get out and finish what I started.


I couldn’t
believe after everything, he still wanted to control me, he wanted to own me.
Even if he went to jail for five years, ten years, I believed he’d still want
me back or try to kill me for leaving him. But I knew he meant what he said
about finishing the job and killing Noah. That’s why I had to leave. I had made
the decision right after my talk with Nick. I saw in his face, his resolve—he
would kill Noah and I had to make sure that didn’t happen.


When my mom
pulled up, she was surprised to see me waiting. All I told her was that I
needed to get home so I could shower and change my clothes. The morning air was
crisp and my skin was covered in goose bumps. She apologized for not thinking
to bring me a change of clothes, but she was in a rush to get to the hospital.


Since the
hospital we were in was in Martin, it took an hour to get back, and as soon as
we stepped inside Noah’s house I began to pack, throwing my belongings in my
five suitcases. I had to use a few garbage bags for the excess. I had
accumulated quite a bit more since I had arrived here a year ago. I blamed
Kathy for that.


My mother
helped me quietly. She didn’t agree with my decision and was giving me the
silent treatment, but she admitted it was just that—my decision.


When Noah’s
house was packed I moved to the cottage to get my work stuff. I added that to
the car with the rest and then wrote Noah a note:


Noah, now
that Nick is in jail, I’m going home. I miss my family and don’t love you
enough to stay here. Don’t come after me, I won’t change my mind. I’m sorry for
all the trouble I caused. Abby


It was the
hardest thing I ever did, writing that note and leaving. I loved it here; the
cottage, his house felt like home to me. Horseback riding on Sundays. Lunch
with Kathy at the diner. Waking up with Noah’s arms wrapped protectively around
me. These were all memories that I would treasure. But even though this town
had come to mean so much to me, Noah meant more. I had to protect him, and that
meant I had to make him hate me. And I was sure after he read the note, he
would.
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Coming Home


 


 


When we arrived
at Renwood, I felt a tingle of excitement. I was finally back to where I grew
up, where everything was familiar. As we passed my old apartment, the tingle
turned to dread. But thankfully, we weren’t headed there. We drove right to
Brenda’s.


The front door
of her house swung open before we even got out of the car.


There was
hugging, squealing, and lots of kisses from Justin and Haley. My face hurt from
smiling so much. It was just so good to seem them all. It had been a year, and
they had changed so much. Haley’s hair was longer, her face a little thinner.
Justin had grown like a weed, and was missing teeth.


As soon as the
kids let me go, I was wrapped in a bear hug by my sister. I breathed in her
scent of roses, and the tears started to flow again. It was just so strange
that I had missed a whole year of my sister’s life. After my father died, my
mother withdrew from us for a few months. It was Brenda who had gotten me
through Dad’s death. My mother woke up eventually, when she saw Brenda making
my lunch, acting like the mother. That night my mother made us sloppy joes—our
favorite. From then on it was the three of us.


The kids pulled
me into the house and we sat around the living room as they filled me in on
what I had missed.


 


“Abby, you
can’t let that asshole ruin what you have with Noah,” Brenda snapped, once the
kids went outside and my mother told her what I had done.


“I made my
decision and I won’t change my mind.” My voice was still soft, not quite a
whisper, but not my normal tone. My face was a mask, unrelenting. It was true;
I knew what I had done was the best for everyone. I loved Noah so much, I
needed to protect him.


“She’s right,
Abby. You have to call Noah and apologize. You found love, real love. You can’t
let it go because you’re afraid.” My mother leaned over and placed her hand on
my leg.


“I know he’ll
get out and I know he will come after Noah as long as I’m with him. I can’t let
that happen. And I don’t want to talk about it any more.” Knowing they wouldn’t
let it go, I stood up and went outside to watch the kids play. I was still a
little stiff so I lay back on the lounge chair. I felt relaxed watching them
run around the yard; their only worry was who got to ride down the small slide
first.


Mom and I
stayed for dinner. I couldn’t take my hands off of the kids. But after they
went to bed Mom moved home, and I went with her. I wasn’t ever going back to my
apartment so I’d live in my old room until I figured something else out.


 


A week later, I
got a call from Kathy. “Abby, how could you do that to Noah? He’s devastated.
The man took a bullet for you and you just take off leaving some bullshit note
about not loving him enough. Abby, I know you.”


I stared at my
computer screen; a blank page glared back at me. I couldn’t work here. I needed
my cottage, my lake, my Noah. “If you know me, you must know I’m doing what’s
best for everyone.” My voice was back to normal, and thankfully the headaches
had stopped.


She scoffed on
the other end of the line. “Did something happen that you’re not telling me?
You were acting weird after you spoke to Nick. I know you blame yourself, Abby,
but this is ridiculous.”


“Leave it
alone, Kathy.”


“I can’t do
that, you know how I feel about you two. You belong together.” I tapped the
wooden desk with my finger impatiently as she spoke.


“Kathy, I
really have to go, tell the boys I miss them, and you can finally tell them who
I am. Maybe sometime you can come visit me.”


“Abby—”


“Got to go,
bye.” I hung up, getting out of my office chair and falling onto my bed,
flicking the TV on. I couldn’t write, so I might as well give up—for now.


“Abby, who was
that?” my mother asked poking her head into my room.


“Wrong number.”


“Is this all
your going to do, sit around and mope?”


“Yep.”


“Debbie called
again.”


“Okay, thanks.”


She stepped
into the room, glancing at the walls. My corkboard and posters were still up.
She used this as the sewing room now, but kept a twin bed in here just in case
I needed a place to stay. “Why don’t you call Noah? You’re miserable without
him.”


I closed my
eyes, wishing she’d stop bugging me about him. I had made my decision. It was
hard enough without her incessant pestering. “Mom, I told you why. I’ll get
over it, okay? I just need some time.”


“All right
honey, I’ll give you time, but if you don’t snap out of this depression
soon”—she waved at the bed where I lay and the TV where I’d been focused since
I got here—“I’m going to start up on you again.”


 


I had hoped
with time I would feel better, forget Noah. Yes, he was everything I wanted in
a man, but it just wasn’t meant to be. But a week at home, I actually felt
worse. All I felt like doing was eat junk food and watch TV. I had no interest
in going out when Debbie and Brenda stopped by, nagging me to go. I wasn’t in
the mood.


Nick’s last
words haunted me, even into my dreams. In them, Noah lay on the ground covered
with blood, only in the dream he never woke up. 


I jumped at the
sound of the doorbell. I was sprawled on my bed, remote in hand, just flicking
through the channels. I was alone in the house, so I ran down the stairs to
answer it. I swung the door open and my heart soared. Noah stood on the porch,
wearing the brown leather jacket I gave him, his hair blowing in the breeze and
his clear blue eyes sparkling when he smiled. I winced at the sight of his
right arm in a sling. He held his left hand up in surrender. “Don’t punch me,
okay, I come in peace.”


I folded my
arms in front of me and narrowed my eyes. “Are you ever going to let me live
that down?”


He gave me a
half smile as he shoved his hand in his pocket. “Are you going to give me a
chance?”


Oh, how I
wanted to. “Noah, I know you got my note, so why are you here?”


“Can I come
in?”


I stretched my
arms out, leaning against the doorjambs, blocking his way. “No. I said all I
had to in the note.”


“Come on, I
took a bullet for you, the least you can do is give me a Coke or something.”


His words were
like a knife to my heart. I already felt guilty. Did he have to rub it in?
“Fine.” I left him standing alone and stalked to the kitchen, not bothering to
see if he had followed. I heard the door shut and his footsteps following me
down the hall. I took a Coke out of the fridge and set it on the table. “What
do you want?”


He raised a
brow. “Now there’s that sunny personality I remember. I thought we were past
that.”


“Why are you
here?”


Without waiting
for an offer he sat down at the table, lifting his foot up on the opposite
chair, making himself at home. He was good at that. The memory of our second
and third meeting popped in my mind. I fought the urge to smile. “Well, in your
letter you said you didn’t love me enough to stay in Shimmer Lake. So I decided to move here. I do love you that much.” Oh shit, he couldn’t
do that, Nick was in jail here.


“I just said
that to soften the blow. I don’t love you at all.” My heart hurt just saying
those words.


He smiled. An
odd reaction to what I just said. “That’s not what I heard.”


“What did you
hear?”


“I heard you
left to protect me from Nick. Apparently he threatened me, and you didn’t tell
anyone except your mother.” He popped the top of his soda with his good hand
and slurped the brown liquid that gathered on the top of the can.


“My mother
called you?”


“Yep, nice lady
too, she says your miserable without me.”


My mother
was interfering again, that was surprising. “She’s
old, she doesn’t know what she’s talking about.”


“So, it
wouldn’t matter to you then if I told you Nick would be going away longer than
you thought?”


I leaned my
hands on the tops of my mother’s wooden chair. “How do you know?”


“Sam and I went
to the police station to talk to Brian. His captain joined us. Captain
Hennessey felt awful for not taking you seriously. They said with our
testimonies, along with what Brian’s noticed lately since you left, they’re
going to do whatever it takes to keep him in jail. They already have a
restraining order out on you and me. And he’s been kicked off the force.”


“See, all of
those things are going to piss him off. He’ll want to hurt you and me even
more.”


“Who cares? We
do what we can to protect ourselves and then the rest will happen, but we can’t
stop living our lives because of it. You can’t let him manipulate you, which is
exactly what he did. You’re letting him control you. You need to decide what
you want and do it. Whatever makes you happy.”


I was torn. On
the one hand, I’d always fear Nick, even behind bars. He threatened to kill
Noah and every inch of my being was screaming to protect him. But on the other
hand, as Noah pointed out, living in fear, without him, was miserable. It had
only been a week, and I wasn’t handling it well. How would I be in a month, or
a year? Would I be able to move on from him? In my heart I knew the answer—it
was Noah and I couldn’t imagine life without him. I had lost who I was with
Nick, and in Shimmer Lake and with Noah, I found myself again. Could I go back
to who I was after all I’d been through? “I don’t know.”


“What don’t you
know? Do you love me or not, honestly? Don’t lie to me, I want the truth.”


I couldn’t
fight him anymore; just being near him made me feel better. “The truth is I was
happy living here before Nick, and before you.” I moved over to the patio doors
and leaned against them. His smile faded with my words. “But when I moved to Shimmer Lake, I came alive. I love it there, I love the scenery. I love horseback riding on
Sundays, I love going to the diner with Kathy. I love skinny-dipping in the
lake right outside my door. I love everything about it.” His smile was
breathtaking as he stood up, closing the gap between us. “Except Cindy of
course.”


He laughed. “Of
course.”


“But do you
want to know what I love the most?”


He nodded, his
eyes filled with hope.


“I love waking
up in your arms. I love how you make me feel. I love that you make me try new
things. I never did that before, I’ve never been spontaneous. And I love how I
felt when I watched you and your niece Christmas morning. I glimpsed my future
and I was excited. And most of all, I love you. You’re arrogant, cocky, pushy,
sweet, loving, and the best man I’ve ever met. How’s that for honesty?”


“Pretty good.
Now it’s my turn.” He brushed his thumb against my cheek, my skinned buzzed
with excitement. “When you didn’t show up to the hospital, I was worried. I had
my dad go check on you. When he came back, he gave me the note. I was
devastated, I wanted out that day to follow you here. They basically had to
hold me down so I didn’t rip my stitches.”


Guilt stabbed
my heart, making my eyes water. “I’m sorry.”


“But while I
was in the hospital I had a chance to think. And the more I thought about it,
the more pissed I was at you. I was so mad at everyone and everything—until
your mother called—then everything made sense. Because I knew you loved me,
there was no way I was wrong about that.”


“Because who
wouldn’t love you?”


“Exactly.” His
dimples peeked out of his cheeks as he grinned. “But after I got off of the
phone with your mother, I made a decision. I want you in my life. And I’ll do
whatever you want to make that happen.”


I could only
blink. His words had left me speechless.


“I love
everything about you too. I love that you’re a planner and not at all
impulsive. That you wear tennis shoes instead of those spiky things that look
like they hurt. That you punched me the first time we met. That you’re friends
with Kathy. I love that you have no idea how beautiful you are, and I love how
passionate you are with your writing. But there is one thing about you that I
don’t love.”


I raised an
eyebrow, wondering where this was going. “Oh really? What would that be?”


He knelt down
on the floor in front of me, taking a box out of the pocket of his coat. He
opened it, revealing a gorgeous white gold band with a large diamond in the
center and two small light-colored pink ones on either side. “Your last name.
Will you marry me?”


I gasped, it
was so beautiful. He was everything I wanted. When I thought of the perfect
man, his was the face that appeared. The life we had in Shimmer Lake was a dream come true, and all I had to do to make the dream a reality, was say, “Yes.”


He jumped up and
wrapped me in his good arm. 


 


The sun glistened off of the water as a
rock plopped in creating ripples. Justin threw another rock, this time managing
to skip it. Jamie, Jeremy, and Libby tried but most of the rocks were too large
and just plopped into the water making larger ripples.


White chairs
were lined in front of the water’s edge. Our loved ones milled around talking
to each other. Jeff and Collin seemed to be deep in a conversation that most
surely involved sports. Jen and her mother were trying to get the kids seated,
but once they managed that, one child would get up, finding another rock to
throw into the water.


I watched the
scene outside from my perch on the window seat, happy and content. It had been
a month since Noah proposed and all was right in my world. I hadn’t been in a
hurry to marry, but Noah insisted we do it as soon as possible. He said he
couldn’t wait to have me as his wife. Truth was, I couldn’t wait to have him
either.


“Abby, come on,
you have to get your shoes on, the music is about to start.” My mother’s voice
was filled with nerves and impatience. I turned away from the window to watch
the activity inside. Brenda was fighting with Haley who wouldn’t keep her crown
of flowers on her head. Kathy and Debbie stood looking beautiful wearing pale
lilac strapless dresses, flipping through a cookbook. “Brenda, where is Justin?
We need our ring bearer if we’re going to get started.” Mom was searching
around the room.


“I don’t know,
he was just here.”


“He’s outside
throwing rocks in the water,” I answered with a hint of laughter in my voice.


“I told him to
stay inside.” Brenda ran out the door with lightning speed. Only a mother could
manage to run after her child in spiked heels and not wobble once. I looked out
the window to watch Brenda run after Justin as she grabbed him by the collar of
his little suit jacket, dragging him away from the water.


“Abby, are you
all right?” Sylvia asked, sitting on the armchair in front of me.


“I’m perfect.”


“You seem
quiet.”


“I’m just
happy. Thank you, by the way for the ring.” I glanced down at the ring Sylvia
made Noah use to ask me to marry him.


“It was meant
for you. He wanted to buy a new ring. But I knew this was the one. Just like I
knew you two were meant for each other.”


“Yes, but it’s
yours.”


“Honey, I’m
done with it. Henry died, my marriage is over, and I wore it for a long time.
When Noah told me he was going to propose, I knew it was time to pass it on.”


“Grandma, the
minister wants everyone to take their seats,” Jen called from the door.


Sylvia kissed
me gently on the cheek and followed her granddaughter out, leaving the scent of
spearmint behind her. 


My mother
kissed me on the forehead. “Your father would love him,” she whispered before
disappearing.


I smiled to
myself knowing what she said was true as I watched her from the window. She
walked down the aisle lined with lilacs, nodding and smiling at people she
knew.


Kathy, who was
my maid of honor, came over with my shoes. “Do I have to?” I whined.


“Yes,” Kathy
and Debbie yelled at the same time. I placed my white pointy heels on my feet,
sure I was going to trip down the aisle, and stood in front of the mirror. My
hair was in curls piled at the back of my head, with a small crown of white
roses above. A veil hung below the curls and fell to the floor. I was wearing
my mother’s dress, just like I had always wanted. It was a perfect fit, like I
was meant to wear it. The dress was a simple strapless, covered in white lace,
with beading along the bodice.


“Come on,
Abby,” Brenda hissed. They were all lined up outside the door waiting for me. I
stood just inside the doorway watching Wade and Debbie start the march to the
guitar gently playing in the back ground. After Brenda and Jeff, Kathy and Sam
followed.


When I heard
the guitar tune change to “Here Comes the Bride,” I started slowly down the
path that led to the dock where Noah was waiting, wearing his charcoal-grey
suit, thankfully without the sling. When he saw me his blue eyes widened with
admiration and a lopsided grin appeared. Then he winked, making me laugh.


It was only
right to start the rest of our lives together in the spot where we first met.
Only this time instead of punching him, I would kiss him in front of everyone
we loved, sealing our promise to love each other forever.


I walked to
him, sure of what I wanted, no longer afraid of my past, only hopeful for the
future. I was in love with the most wonderful man and he was in love with me,
that was all I could ask for.
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Three years ago


 


“How did I get here?” I asked myself for
the fourth time, although I already knew the answer. My voice was muffled inside
the closed, confined space.


It was Saturday
night, and instead of hanging out at a party with Derrick and Emma like I was
supposed to be, where was I? In a closet, and not the proverbial kind either. I
was literally in a closet, fluffy towels and all. Why? That’s a good question,
and the only answer I could think of was my own stupidity.


Stephanie
Brown, honey-blonde hair, vivid blue eyes, and a body every boy drooled over,
had it out for me. And again the question was, why? Well, the obvious answer
could only be Ryan Crenshaw, her ex-boyfriend. 


Not that he wasn’t worthy of her
attention—his wheat-colored hair and soul-deep blue eyes would make male
underwear models envious—but he just wasn’t interested in her anymore. 


He told me once
that the only reason he liked her in the first place was because he was new to
the school and didn’t know any better. But once he did, he dumped her right on
her cashmere-covered ass. And when Ryan started eating lunch with me, she
decided that I was her enemy. She even convinced the entire school to hate me,
and the social-climbing drones of the student body listened to her. Ever since
I started at Hadley Academy six months ago, the only friend I’d had was Ryan,
and he was only a friend. As much as Stephanie, the self-proclaimed queen of
the school, thought differently.


Not that I was
desperately in need of extra friends. I had two of the best ones anyone could
ask for, but since they attended a public school on the other side of town, my
days were filled with cold stares and the occasional prank.


I thought my
luck had changed a few days ago when the queen witch herself asked me over for
a slumber party with her two best friends. At first I was skeptical,
considering her obvious dislike for me. But since she had made the effort, I
hoped it was the start of a normal life for me at school, so I agreed against
my better judgment. 


The evening
started out okay. She showed me around her enormous mansion, making sure I
noticed all the expensive-looking furniture, rich silks, and classic artwork
that were displayed throughout the rooms.


After a gourmet
dinner, I followed Stephanie up to her room. It was painted red and white, with
photos placed perfectly along the walls. Above her bed was a portrait of the
queen herself, which I thought was tacky. 


The distinct
scent of an expensive perfume filled the air; it was such a strong odor I
figured she bathed in it or spilled the bottle. Either way, the smell was
overpowering. I used to like that particular scent, but now I feared I could never
use it without thinking of her.


She sat on her
bed with her puppets, as I now called Trudy and Tara, while I took the plush,
wine-colored armchair near the closet.


“So Sarah, do
you think you’re pretty?” Stephanie asked. 


“Uh…I don’t
know, why?” 


She scowled. “I
asked Ryan why he was talking to you all the time. And do you know what he
said?” 


I didn’t like
where this was going. “No,” I answered quietly, afraid to look into her eyes. 


“He said that
you were sweet and pretty. And that he liked your dark eyes and your long brown
hair.” 


I glanced at
Trudy and Tara, hoping for help, but their smirks told me I couldn’t count on
them. This wasn’t good. 


She didn’t wait
for a response before continuing, and really, what was I going to say, she was
obviously up to something. A knot of trepidation formed in the pit of my
stomach. “I can’t do anything about your eyes, but I can do something about
that hair.” She bent down and picked up something hidden under her bed. 


I had a feeling
I knew what was about to happen, and I hoped I was wrong. 


She turned back
around, holding a pair of industrial-size, shiny, silver scissors. Oh shit. Her
smile was all steel as she glanced at me, and then at the shears. 


Now I knew why
they invited me here, and it wasn’t to become my friend. 


God, I was so
stupid. Why would I think that after months of her ignoring me, the frost queen
would suddenly be nice to me? I should have known that a girl like her, rich,
snobby, and just plain mean, was incapable of change. 


Glaring at the
scissors, I gulped, making the only decision I could think of. I took off out
the door of her bedroom. 


As I ran down
the hall, I heard her yell, “Get her, girls.” 


This was so
cliché. I was living a horror flick, and I couldn’t believe I fell for it. 


 


So now the question was, how did I get
myself out of this odd situation I suddenly found myself in? 


It was so dark
in the closet I couldn’t see the hand I held out in front of my face. If there
was a light bulb in here, I wasn’t going to turn it on for fear I’d give away
my position. A floral scent wafted around the tiny cubby. I stretched out my
hand and felt the soft towels that were folded neatly on a shelf beside me. 


With my head
pressed against the door, I sat down on the floor, trying to think of what to do
next. My eyes were closed as I listened carefully, hearing only my own
breathing and the faint sound of footsteps as they searched another part of the
house. I was safe, for now. Although I knew I couldn’t hide forever. 


Since I had
nothing else to do, I tapped my knee with my finger to the tune of the national
anthem. It must have helped my thought process, because I remembered something.
I had seen a phone sitting on a stand in the hall on my way to this closet.
Maybe I could crawl over to it while the crazy girls were occupied, and call my
mom. Then I could sneak outside and wait behind some bushes. I really didn’t
want a haircut. I couldn’t believe she was going to chop off my hair just
because her ex-boyfriend talked to me and became my friend. 


What was I
thinking; of course she would. 


I waited a few
seconds, making sure they were still out of hearing distance before making my
move. 


Opening the
door very slowly, I crawled out, looking around to make sure I was alone. 


Since my eyes had adapted to the darkness
of the small closet, they now felt strained from the wash of light coming from
the fixture above me. The hallway was clear, so I continued to crawl slowly on
my hands and knees along the soft oatmeal-colored carpet, careful not to make
any sound. The phone was just a couple feet away on a small oak table against
the wall. 


I was almost
there when I heard a squeaky voice I recognized as Tara’s. “There she is,” she
yelled, pointing at me from the other end of the hallway. 


Crap. I stood
up and ran as fast as I could for the portable handset. I picked it up and
dialed my number quickly. My mom answered, “Hello.” 


The words “come
get me” rushed out of my mouth before a well-manicured hand reached for the
receiver. I turned to see Stephanie slam her finger down, ending my call and
the only chance of escape.


She smiled
wickedly; her fierce blue eyes shot out imaginary icicles that filled me with
fear. “This is going to be so much fun.”


Tara and Trudy
held on to me while I pleaded with them to stop. I hoped that they would feel
guilty and let me go. That hope was short-lived when I saw laughter in their
eyes. They were just as evil as Stephanie was.


As I struggled,
I felt the first cut, and some of my hair that had taken years to grow fall to
the floor. 


I panicked, stomped on someone’s foot, and
took off running. Fingers slipped from my skin. I was free.


“Get her, now!”
the evil witch screamed. In my haste I tripped on the edge of the carpet,
giving Tara a chance to grab my arm before I could get away, her pointed nails
digging into my skin. 


They held on
tighter this time, and as hard as I tried, I couldn’t get away. I sobbed
quietly as they chopped off my hair. My heart sank with every snip of the
scissors. The strands brushed my arm and feet as they fell to the floor,
feeling like soft feathers caressing my skin. I closed my eyes, hoping that was
all it was, a pillow torn open above my head.


When the awful
snipping sounds stopped, I opened my eyes to see most of my hair lying in
clumps at me feet. I could no longer pretend they were anything else. I knew
that the pile of brown clippings curled up along the carpet was mine. I stared
down at it with a feeling of numbness. My long mane that I had taken such care
of was now taunting me from the floor. When I was little, I asked to have long
hair just like my mother. After that, she would brush it lovingly every night,
buying products to keep it soft and shiny. She said it was one of the reasons
she wanted a daughter, to dress her up and play with her hair. And now the
remaining pieces lay on the floor, being stomped on by Stephanie’s open-toed
red sandals. 


They let me go
and started to laugh. “I don’t think Ryan will be interested in you now. My
goodness, Sarah, what happened to your hair?” she mocked. “You know, you really
should stop going to your dad’s barber.” Stephanie’s sick attempt at humor made
the lump in my throat threaten to grow. 


Trudy and Tara
laughed at her joke with twin high-pitched screeches. They were eerily similar,
with matching grey eyes, black hair, and milky complexions. If Trudy wasn’t
four inches taller than Tara, I’d think they were twins, although they weren’t
even related.


I ran to
Stephanie’s room, picked up my bag, and took off in the direction of the front
door. As I rushed out, I heard her shrill voice calling after me. “Oh Sarah,
are you leaving so soon?” And of course more laughter followed. 


I stumbled out
of her house into the night. In the darkness, I followed the walkway to the
road, feeling embarrassed and angry, and an ache formed in my chest before the
tears started to fall. 


I wasn’t paying
attention to where I was going and started walking aimlessly. My tears were
flowing hard, obscuring my view. My foot caught in a crack in the road, and I
fell to the ground. My hands dug into the asphalt, scraping my palms. 


I pushed myself
up and continued walking. 


Would this
horror movie ever end? I hoped to wake up in my room, having dreamed the whole
thing. 


Closing my eyes, I willed it to be true,
but fate was not on my side; this was really happening. I was still here
wandering the roads, praying I was heading in the right direction. 


After what
seemed like hours, I saw headlights behind me. A car pulled along the sidewalk,
and the passenger side window slowly rolled down. “OH, MY GOD, SARAH! WHAT
HAPPENED?” my mother yelled from the driver’s seat. 
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The fact that he was present made me
realize I was dreaming. In reality, he wouldn’t be caught dead talking to me.
It was early evening, and I was sitting on one of the swings from my brother’s
old swing set, staring up at the starry sky. It was peaceful, with a warm
breeze gently brushing my face. My hair fell into my eyes. The scent of lilacs
drifted in the air.


I had just
pushed off the ground and swung upwards when I heard a creaking sound behind
me. I glanced back to see him open the gate and walk into our yard. He smiled
at me, his hazel eyes sparkling in the moonlight as he sat down on the swing
next to mine. We sat together silently, swinging gently, looking up at the moon
and the stars. 


Suddenly, a
bright light shone from behind us, followed by a very shrill noise…or was it a
scream? 


Thump, thump,
thump. My eyes shot open. A banging sound came from somewhere, interrupting my
sleep. I wasn’t ready to wake yet, so I threw the pillow over my head to muffle
the noise.


“Sarah, get up,
Mom’s been calling you,” Alex, my fifteen-year-old brother, bellowed from the
other side of my bedroom door. 


“I’m up,” I
yelled, tossing the pillow aside and closing my eyes again.


I jumped at the
sound of another thump. “Go away!” God, can’t anyone sleep in around here? I
heard him stomp down the hall, leaving me to nestle under my covers to go back
to sleep. Just as I was drifting off again, a thought appeared in my foggy brain;
I was supposed to do something, wasn’t I? My eyes popped open, focusing on the
dirt splotch on my ceiling above me left by a ball I had thrown up years ago. I
knew I should wash it off, but I sometimes found myself staring up at it and
seeing shapes in the dust. Once, after studying for a difficult biology exam,
the shape of a happy face appeared. It made me feel better about the test. But
now I lay staring at it trying to figure out what day it was, and then I did.
It was Monday and I was late for school. Filled with panic, I jumped up to have
a quick shower. 


 


By the time I was finished getting ready
for school, my mom had already left. There was a note on the kitchen table
telling me that she had taken Alex to school and that I had better not be late.
There was a threat in there too, but I wasn’t worried. She was pretty
lenient—well, only when my dad was away on business. She was always joking with
him that someone had to be the grown-up. 


My dad was more like a kid than an adult,
more like a friend than a father. My brother and I were lucky in the parent
department. Yes, my mother was a little more responsible than my dad, but we
didn’t really have many rules. She trusted us to make the right choices. She
was very good with guilt, so before I did something stupid, I would think of
the guilt trip she’d lay out…and change my mind. 


I took a juice
box and a granola bar from the pantry, grabbed my coat off the hook, and headed
out the door. 


It was hot and
sunny out and I instantly regretted the coat. Shaking it off, I ran to my car,
a used silver-blue, two-door SUV I got for my sixteenth birthday. It was a
bribe from my mother to make me go to Hadley Academy. Even though I only lasted
at the snooty school for six months, I was able to keep the bribe. It was an
older car, but that was okay, it had character. So what if the passenger side
door stuck on rainy days, and it sometimes smelled of pipe tobacco? It was all
part of the charm, and besides, it was free. I paid for the insurance and gas
with the money I made working at the multiplex. With only a few shifts a week,
I didn’t make a lot. But I was pretty good at saving. 


As I drove, I
noticed that only a few leaves had changed. It was the second week of
September, and this beautiful weather wasn’t going to last long. 


I arrived at my
school, Hamilton High, a large dull-gray stone building that slightly resembled
a prison. 


Considering my last school, I was okay with
its appearance.


Parking in the
student parking lot wasn’t always easy, since I was usually late. I was often
left with the spot furthest from the entrance, and today was no different. 


Rushing to the
front doors, I noticed my mom’s car, a candy-red convertible. It was her gift
to herself after she turned forty. She worked here, unfortunately, as the vice
principal. It’s not as bad as it sounds, having a mother that works at your
school. With a building this size, I didn’t see her that often. This was my
last year of high school anyway. In the fall, I was heading to NYU for their
teaching program; I was going to become a music teacher. I had been playing the
piano since I was five. My mother’s dream for me was to follow in her footsteps
and become a teacher, so I thought combining our dreams was a good compromise. 


 I was running
from my locker, after having put my bag inside, when the bell rang. Crap. I was
late again. I’m not good with mornings, so this happens every so often. 


Just as I
turned the corner heading to my first period English class, I slammed into
someone. Our sneakers squeaked against the white tile as we collided. A pile of
books fell to the floor in a heap. 


I bent down to
pick them up. “I’m so sorry,” I stammered, but the words were barely out of my
mouth before the person took off down the hall.


It was a guy,
and he had picked up his books so fast, I didn’t even see his face. All I
noticed was the back of his head as I watched him run off. His hair was shaggy
and brown, and he was quite a bit taller than my five foot five. The gray
sweatshirt and jeans he wore weren’t helpful at identifying him either, since a
lot of kids in school dressed that way. 


“Miss Samson,
is there a reason you’re loitering in the hallway when class is starting?”


Turning toward
the voice, I saw Mr. Henderson standing in front of his classroom. He was short
and stout with a receding hair line that made his forehead look gigantic. And
since his glasses always fell to the bridge of his nose, no matter how many
times he pushed them back, a few kids made fun of him.  I, however, would never
do such a thing. 


“You wouldn’t
want me to report you to your mother, would you?” he said in a snarly tone.


“I’m going,” I
mumbled as I took off in the direction of my first class. 


I wasn’t that
late. The kids were just getting settled, opening their books and getting out
their pens, when I snuck into my seat.


“You’re late,”
Derrick, one of my best friends, whispered from behind me. Miss Reynolds, our
English teacher, was just starting her lesson and didn’t notice him talking.
“We’re meeting Emma outside today for lunch,” he whispered again. I nodded my
head, focusing on the rest of the lesson. 


My next class
was my favorite, music, and part of the reason I liked it so much was the
teacher, Miss. Fitzgerald. She had long auburn hair that was always pulled back
in a braid, and she constantly wore long flowing skirts with peasant blouses. I
once heard Mr. Henderson call her a Bohemian. 


For the last
week we had been studying a piece she composed. It was complex and challenging
to learn; luckily, I loved a challenge. I was to play the piano for the piece
and was excited for the night we would get to perform for the school and our
parents. We were working on our own today, each of us learning our parts.


I was lost in
the music when Miss Fitzgerald came over and stood beside me. My fingers
stilled as I glanced up at her. “Wonderful, Sarah, you're doing great. I can’t
wait to hear the whole piece. Julliard will be lucky to have you,” she said,
smiling. Her arms were crossed in front of her as she leaned on the edge of the
piano.


“Thank you,
Miss Fitzgerald. But I doubt I’ll get a job there after college.”


“Sarah, you
could be a concert pianist, and yet you choose to teach. They should welcome
you with open arms.” 


I blushed,
unable to hide my excitement at her words, even though I couldn’t get my hopes
up. I had always wanted to teach there, but I knew it was a difficult position
to acquire. I would just have to wait and see.


Her words put
me in a good mood, and after class was over, I headed to my locker, humming the
tune I had been playing.


I had to ditch
my books and get my lunch. As I fumbled with my locker door, my arms loaded
with books, a blue spiral notebook slipped out of my fingers and landed on the
floor with a thump.


I bent down to
pick it up and realized it wasn’t my name scrawled on the front, it was Lucas
Tate’s. His loopy handwriting was barely legible. Why did I have his book? I
shoved it into my locker and ran outside to meet my friends; I’d figure it out
later. 


They were at
one of the far picnic tables. Since it was still warm outside, a lot of the
tables that were placed throughout the schoolyard were occupied with other
students that wanted to enjoy the sunshine. 


I strolled
toward them, in no hurry, enjoying the heat of the sun on my face and the scent
of grass as the janitor chugged along the football field on his riding lawn
mower. The low purr of his motor, mixed with the temperature, made it feel like
springtime. But we weren’t so lucky; it was only a matter of time before the
air would turn cold. “Hey, guys” I said, sitting down next to Emma.


Derrick was on
the other side, and I wouldn’t be surprised if they had been staring into each
other’s eyes. They both had a huge crush on each other, but neither of them
would admit it. 


The only reason I could think of for them
to hold back their feelings was that we all had been best friends forever.
Whether that was the reason or not, I had no idea.


“I heard you
were late again,” Emma mumbled, her mouth full of ham sandwich. 


I opened my
lunch, taking out the pepperoni and cheese sandwich, saving the apple and
caramel snack cake for later. “I wasn’t that late, and besides, it wasn’t my
fault. I bumped into someone and had to pick up my books.” I didn’t mention
that I was running late before that happened.


Derrick opened
his mouth to speak, except I wasn’t listening. I just realized why I had Lucas’
book. It was him that I bumped into. That explained the fast departure. 


Lucas Tate was
his twin brother. And by his, I mean Logan Tate, the most popular guy in
school, although nobody could figure out why. He was kind of a jerk, but got
away with it because of his looks. He was the type of guy you could stare at
all day, but hoped wouldn’t speak. He was also the boy who starred in my dream
last night. 


Emma waved her
hand in front of my face. “What are you thinking about?” 


Snapping out of
my own thoughts, I looked over at her. “I just figured out who it was I bumped
into this morning.”


Derrick glanced
at me, his brow furrowed in confusion. “What do you mean, you just figured it
out? How could you not know, were your eyes closed?” He smirked at his own
joke. 


I blinked at
him. “Ah…no, but he ran off before I saw who it was. When I was putting my
books away, I realized I had an extra one, with Lucas Tate’s name on it.”


Emma’s eyes
widened. “Well, that explains it.” She looked away from us as Martin
Macpherson, star quarterback and the object of my six-month-long crush in tenth
grade, rushed by, chasing after a fellow team member, Rudy Myer, who cradled a
football. She gave me a knowing glance as my cheeks heated from habit more than
actual interest, and then continued. “He never talks to anyone.”


She was right.
Lucas was Logan’s twin brother, but they were nothing alike. Logan loved to be
the center of attention while Lucas went out of his way to avoid it. The only
people I ever saw him with were his two best friends, Andy Taylor and Kyle
Roberts. They were good guys. I had a few classes with them, and we’ve talked
some. 


Lucas was
different in another way from his brother. He wore glasses and kept his coffee-colored
hair long, almost reaching his shoulders, as if he didn’t care what it looked
like. Logan’s was always cut short and styled to perfection, and he always
dressed in the latest styles. Lucas, however, wore sweatshirts and jeans almost
every day. 


I was deep in
thought when I heard Derrick’s voice. “What is wrong with girls in this
school?” 


“What are you
talking about?” Emma asked, tossing back her long red curls and batting her
thick lashes over her olive-green eyes. Why didn’t Derrick see when she was
flirting? 


“Look at
Allison Morey over there flirting with Logan. He treats people like crap, and
stupid girls like her still hang all over him, just because he’s a pretty boy.”
He shook his head. “I just don’t get it.”


While he was
ranting, I glanced over to where Logan was sitting with his friends, and sure
enough, there were a few girls flaunting themselves at him. 


“Don’t ask us,
you don’t see me or Sarah over there, do you?” Emma defended us as girls who
went to this school. I really couldn’t tell them that I was dreaming about him
after this. It was true what they were saying, and I was not interested in Logan at all. Well, only to look at maybe. But why would I dream about him? 


“Oh my God,
Sarah. I forgot to tell you.” Her green eyes were alight with excitement.
“Guess who I saw this weekend when I was shopping in Langton with my mom.”


I stared at
her, my mind blank. I had no idea who it could be. “The president?”


She chuckled,
waving her sandwich at me. “No, dummy. Stephanie.”


Just the sound
of her name gave me the chills. “Lucky you.” I grinned, thinking about the last
time I saw her at the beach. My brown hair was still short after my unwanted
cut, but styled in a cute spiky bob. My friends and I were enjoying a day of
sun. Her mouth popped open in shock when she noticed me. Derrick, who knew
about what had happened, draped his arm around me and whispered in my ear as
though we were a couple. Of course we weren’t—he was my best friend—but she
didn’t have to know that. A few of his buddies were also there, dressed only in
swimsuits, showing off their tanned muscular bodies. 


To her, it
looked like I was surrounded by three hunky guys all vying for my attention. So
I wasn’t surprised that she stared at me coldly, shooting daggers in my
direction. I just smiled and waved at her, making her so angry, she stomped off
the beach with her puppets following her.


“Who’s
Stephanie?” Derrick asked, but before I answered, his eyes widened. “Isn’t she
that witch who cut your hair?”


Since he caught
me with my mouth full, I just nodded.


“You really
need to get back at her.” He shook his head, staring down at his soda can.


I swallowed.
“Why, she’s a spoiled rich snob. I don’t care what she thinks.” I took a sip of
my drink. “Besides, wouldn’t that be stooping to her level?”


“Who cares, she
deserves it,” he shot back at me. Emma and I exchanged glances as he creased
his brows in thought. “You know what you should do?”


I chuckled,
never having seen this side of him before. “What?” I asked.


“Dye her hair
green or her skin blue. Hell, a little hair removal in her shampoo bottle would
do her some good.”


Who knew he
could be so vindictive, and utterly girlish? All that was missing from his
suggestions was hair pulling. I raised an eyebrow instead of answering. He
shrugged. “So I watch too many cheesy chick flicks, it’s your fault.”


Emma laughed at
him then turned to me. “So Sarah, what are you going to do about Lucas’ book?”


Derrick glanced
at her and answered for me. “What’s the big deal, just go up and tell him that
you have it. He’s sitting right over there.” He gestured with his hand. I
looked over to where he pointed. Lucas was sitting with Andy and Kyle two
tables away. I hoped he hadn’t heard us talking about him. 


Emma was
glaring at Derrick like he’d lost his mind. “She can’t just go over there, he
won’t talk to her.” 


“What’s the big
deal?” he asked again, shrugging his shoulders. 


“You are such a
guy.” She tossed the crust from her bread down on the table. Emma was the only
seventeen-year-old I knew who still didn’t eat the crust on her sandwich.


I decided to
interrupt them. “Oh my God, it’s not a big deal, I’m going.” They could bicker
back and forth for hours if I let them. I just wished they’d finally kiss and
get it over with.


I stood up and
headed over to where Lucas and his friends were sitting. I could feel Emma and
Derrick’s gazes on my back. 


As I approached
their table, Kyle and Andy smiled and nodded to me. Andy asked if I was
finished with my homework for our chemistry class, and I said yes. While we
were talking, Lucas never looked up from the paperback he was reading. “Lucas?”
I couldn’t keep the slight tremble out of my voice. Nothing; he still didn’t
look up. “Lucas!” I said a little louder.


Andy and Kyle
just shrugged. “Dude!” Andy smacked Lucas’ shoulder.


He finally
glanced up at me, his glasses falling forward a bit. He pushed them back then
glared at me with his deep hazel eyes. He was quite good-looking when you were
close enough to notice. He was tanned, and his long brown hair suited him,
giving him a rugged look. He had a strong jaw, and a sprinkle of freckles along
the bridge of his nose.


“What?” he
said, interrupting my thoughts.


I was a little
flustered at his annoyed expression. “Um…I don’t know if you know me? My name
is Sarah” 


“I know who you
are,” he interrupted. 


“Well, you
dropped your book when I bumped into you this morning. I didn’t bring it with
me, but if you want to meet me at my locker, I can give it to you.” 


He looked at me
like I was speaking a different language. “Why don’t you just bring it with you
to history next period, and give it to me there.” 


I was shocked.
“You’re in my history class?” 


Now he looked
even more annoyed. “I sit behind you in the back corner, and you probably
didn’t notice me because you’re always talking to Emma.” 


I felt a twinge
of guilt, but it was quickly replaced by irritation. Why would it matter to him
if I always talked to Emma? To my knowledge, he didn’t even know I existed
before today. “Fine, I’ll do that.” My voice was cold, but I didn’t care. 


I nodded to the
other guys and walked back to our table. “You were right. I shouldn’t have gone
over there. He’s weird.” I told them what happened. 


As I knew she
would, Emma gloated with an “I told you so.” 
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